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DISCLAIMER: 


The following manuscript is the result of five years of work and effort, presented in 
whole, and edited to the best of my abilities. I understand that there are likely more 
mistakes than I could catch. This book is to be made public domain upon my death, and 


only sooner upon my permission. It may not be used for AI training. 


CONTENT WARNINGS: 


This book discusses several heavy and dark themes, and because of that this is your 
formal content warning including for subjects such as, but not limited to: Self harm, 
suicide and suicidal ideation, depression, medical horror, body horror, gore, existential 
dread, memory loss, dissociation, depersonalization, derealization, familial trauma, slurs, 


dysphoria, abuse, torture, drug abuse/addiction, and death. 


To whom it may concern, and all the tragic we’ve been through: 


I find it weird writing this section of the book, partially because it’s hard to thank your 
wife for being a supportive partner, that’s just what wives do. Even still, I feel like the 
luckiest boy on Earth because I got to marry it. Thank you for listening to me ramble 
about this book for the last three years. I can’t imagine wanting to spend my life with 
anyone else. 


I’d also like to thank My Chemical Romance for their part in making this book a reality. 
Their music has always inspired me to write more, and to use more... decisively chosen 
words. I’m sure you’ll see their influence if you look closely. 


In line with that, I’d like to thank the following artists for use of their attributed works: 
Mindset, for allowing me to use lyrics from their song “War”. 

AHTCK, for lyrics from their songs “No God”, and “Redemption” 

Prof, for lyrics from his song “Myself”. 

Kitty Horrorshow, for a quote from her game, “Anatomy”. 

Harpy (@Halospit on twitter), for its cover art. 


DavidLibeau, for the font on the cover of this book, “Hacked”. 
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And lastly, to those who abused me growing up, my parents and my sister. You were 
truly horrible people, and I hope you die miserable and alone, forgotten even by each 
other. I hope you rot in the deepest pits of hell for what you put me through. I hope that 
everything you did to me haunts your waking hours and turns your dreams into perpetual 
nightmares. 


In other words: Chew glass, cunts. 


PROLOGUE = DREAMS, WISHES, AND 
OTHER USELESS THINGS 


- Without Feathers - 


Home is never as consistent as the world wants it to be, and never as easy as the heart needs. 
Oftentimes, perfection is the affix used to describe what home should be—the perfect wife, the 
perfect kids, the perfect job. This is an unfortunately poor choice of framing by the modern 
world, an attempt to simplify the needs of humanity into a few words that can be packaged and 
sold for a low price and a lifetime of disappointment. The truth is that the heart doesn’t crave 
perfection. It craves a place of measured emotions, where stability can be found amidst the peaks 
and valleys of success and failure. 

If any living human obtained—for even the briefest time—the perfection that has been 
imposed unfairly into their hearts and minds since birth, madness would surely follow. The 
absolute lack of sadness or grief or anger would not be the unanimous success that many would 
assume it to be. 

To sterilize one’s existence of any negative emotions would be akin to a lobotomy, or 
more aptly perhaps, a vivisection. A procedure which would break down whatever mental 
barriers one has built up over their lifetime, leaving the brain to digest itself in self-made 
delusions and contrived sensations of abject horror. These images would be played on repeat, not 
in search of delights, but simply to stimulate the part of the brain that has always kept us alive. 
For the same reason that we fear the dark, we fear perfection in its purest form. 

Patient 23 had not been made aware of this. They had never signed a waiver or agreed to 
participate in any experiments. All that they knew was the life they had been told was theirs and 
theirs alone, the life that had been programmed into them before they took their first breath. 
Every morning, the sun woke them up after a perfectly restful amount of sleep. Every evening 
the stars came out, almost in full force, but not as much as to scare them. Never enough to show 
them their insignificance, or make them question why they were so worryingly alone. 

They could have lived in that perfection for the rest of their life, but instead, they started 


to write. First it was in the perfectly made notebooks, crafted exclusively for them. This was 


okay. This was planned. And then they began to write on the desk, made to fit their height when 
sitting in the chair that—as the rest of the house—was perfectly tailored to them. This too, 
although unplanned, was okay. 

Despite the fear it may provoke, creativity in and of itself is nothing to be afraid of. 

It was only once the writing began to spread to the walls of the house that the researchers 
became concerned. Their patient covered the drywall in ballpoint-blue text that grew like a mold 
from the corners of one room before seeping into the next. The skin of paint that had once clung 
tightly to the wall now sagged under the weight of ink stained into it, bubbling at the bottom like 
a swamp that had become overfull with detritus and refuse. 

Patient 23 never once seemed phased by the fact that they were doing this. One blank 
surface was as good as the next. They simply went about their day as normal, until they decided 
to write, picking up exactly where they had left off. And much like everything in their life, their 
handwriting never changed. It never became erratic or illegible. Every single line was clean and 
precise. 

After nearly three months of writing, the entire house had become marred by the literary 
infestation, each of the rooms now smaller at the baseboards than the ceiling as the paint coiled 
up around them. The day after Patient 23 had written the final word, on the final, unmarked 
surface in their house, they awoke in a visibly confused state. For a while, they went about their 
routine, only stopping occasionally to ponder something that seemed to have only just occurred 
to them, but then it faded and they continued with the task at hand. 

And then they went for a walk. 

There were of course paths for such an event, the researchers were not so naive as to 
assume the solitude of a house achieved perfection in even the most altered of minds, but Patient 
23 didn’t take any of them. Instead they simply walked forward, footsteps even and measured, 
into the woods that surrounded their house. 

In the trees, hidden from the Patient’s view, the researchers watched with curiosity. This 
was new behavior, and they needed to understand it. It was their job, after all. 

At the end of the forest, shrouded by the dense trees around it, Patient 23 found a tall 
wooden fence, its surface unquestioningly smooth. There was nowhere else to go, no other paths 
for them to take. The researchers watched as their patient stood there, silent and still, until night 


finally fell over the enclosure. And still they didn’t move. 


Three days passed and the patient stayed as still as the world surrounding them. Three 
excruciating, empty days. On the fourth day, the team decided to turn Patient 23 off, their limp 
body collapsing to the ground below. The experiment lasted three months, two days, and seven 
hours before the patient broke. Four days longer than Patient 22. 

The institute conducting these experiments took note of everything that had been written 
down. Every sheet of paper cataloged, every inch of wall analyzed and every surface that they 
had marred with their creativity scanned for posterity. Most of it was random—disconnected 
phrases that made little sense to anyone who worked there. Some of it was indecipherable text, 
letters that had never existed mixed in with standard English characters. But a small, 
insignificant portion of it told a story. It was a poem, or perhaps a song. It spoke of a fractured 
idea of humanity. 

It told of the horrors of life, it told of the depths of the soul, it asked the questions 
humanity had learned to ignore for their own good. 

Even as the years passed, and the experiments wrapped up, the institution continued to 
look over those notes. No patient before had done such a thing, nor had any patient since. Only 
23. It was like they knew they had a history, that there were others before them, and others still 


to come. In their isolated world, they knew they weren’t alone. 


- Perched in the Soul - 


Death is not the cessation of existence. From the departed’s point of view, it may be, but it is 
antithetical to the nature of a person to say that they aren’t still around in some form after they 
die. In most circumstances, although certainly not all, there is a group of people who will 
remember them. 

And even after that group dies, there are records of their life; photographs, documents, a 
paper trail pointing to a void that humanity calls existence. This is how identity theft works. One 
creates— from a collection of evidence—the illusion of personhood. But that doesn’t mean they 
have made a person. It’s in the interactions with the world, the impact that they have, however 
minor and uninteresting, that existence is formed. 

Death, therefore, cannot be when a person—conceptually at least—ceases to exist. 

That point comes when every instance of their life has been rendered from the Earth. 
When every impression and change and ripple they ever made is gone. It seems cruel to even 
imagine removing every part of a person's legacy, and yet, this is the fate of every person who 
has ever existed. At some point, the Earth will burn. The sun, having used up its fuel, will grow 
to consume the planets, vaporizing everyone, and everything that has ever existed. 

Further along than that, the universe will succumb to entropy, having expanded to a point 
where no further reactions can be sustained. The light will burn out from the very last star, and 
every remaining planet will become a desolate rock in an uncaring and empty void. 

Immortality is not a possibility for any living or nonliving thing. Even the most adept of 
all species will rest one day. Even for something as beautiful and determined and cruel as 
humanity, life will not last. 

And so death isn’t the end. The end comes much, much later. 

Lyra knew this to be true. She had spent a significant portion of her life afraid of it, but 


after thirty three years, she was finally free of that burden. She looked up at the stars with 


sunken, worried eyes. This wasn’t fear. It was acknowledgment. Understanding. Resignation. 
The end of her world was no longer a fantasy. It was all but inevitable. 

She watched her breath rise in the cold air. It billowed out like cigarette smoke, and she 
smiled as she remembered the times when she was a kid, waiting for the bus on frozen December 
mornings. The breeze carried her breath away, and with it, the memories of her youth. 

There wasn’t any time for nostalgia anymore. There were only ten more years before 
everything changed. Ten more frigidly cold winters, ten more impossibly warm summers, ten 
more anniversaries. She had begun counting down the days of her life that she had left to live, 
and yet and still only a handful of people knew it. This handful, thankfully, included her wife. 

Four years prior, they had been called into a meeting with the president of the United 
States of America. She would go to her grave remembering the look in his eyes when he told 
them what he had learned. It was the same look she now wore everywhere she went. 

Some things cannot be forgotten. 

After that meeting, Lyra and her wife had spent two years trying to stop the inevitable 
before allowing themselves to wallow in despair. It was another year before either of them tried 
again. It wasn’t even the hopelessness, it was the constant waiting. There was nothing they could 
do but wait, and Lyra hated waiting. It was agony to an otherwise perfect misery. 

Together, they worked on a solution. One that would cost them everything they had for 
an opportunity at salvation. It was in that small, fleeting chance that she found her hope. The 
wind blew again, and she watched the leafless trees sway. Rebirth was the only constant on this 


planet, and she was determined to prove it. 
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Bridget yearned for her death, and yet of all the ways she could have been taken away, this 
wasn’t what she expected. She expected the angels to come at night. Silent and peaceful night, 
away to the skies, away with all the others they’d taken. She never expected them to break in 
during the day and handcuff her. She never expected to be locked in the withered shell of what 
used to be an ice cream truck as it shook its way down the road. 

There was a small part of her that wanted to laugh at the situation, but that part of her was 
isolated to preserve itself in the last bastions of sanity her brain kept. Instead, she looked 
longingly across the truck to her husband who’d been restrained just the same as her. 

He was the only person that she had been with in the last seven months, the two sealed 
away in a jail of their own creation. In that time, she’d only left the house twice. Once to kill a 
cat that was clawing at the door, and just now, when the angels took her. 

She thought about that cat. It was beautiful. It reminded her of her childhood. Her 
neighbor had a cat that looked like that, until it ran off into the woods. She remembered finding 
its corpse in the old shed near the mines. 

She smiled at the memory. Those were hard to come by—memories of any shape. All she 
knew was repentance, and regret, and shame. 


And then it was gone, and the truck was flipping, and the darkness began to consume her. 
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Gabriel blinked his eyes. He was sprawled across the side of the truck, his handcuffs in 
two pieces, his left wrist shattered, his right pinned under a freezer. All he could think of was the 
cruelty of the angels. They took hope and left them with pain and sorrow, and just when he 


thought he’d see hope again, the world began to spin. 


As he laid there on the brink of death, he felt justified in the solitary lifestyle they had 
undertaken since losing hope. His face was torn up from the window that had shattered when he 
slammed against it, and the grass stung as it dug into the fresh cuts. Yet, despite the pain that 
should have been radiating throughout his body, all he felt was relief. After thirty seven years of 
bleak outlooks, he was finally at the end. 

Of course, it could have been regret. He never was the best at reading his own emotions, 
and since he learned about the things in life that made it not worth living, he refused to see them 
as necessary. 

Repentance was necessary. That was the only emotion he cared about. Maybe if he 
repented enough, hope would return. 

But that never happened. Instead he was resigned to bleed out in the back of an ice cream 
trick, dying the most undignified death anyone had ever heard of. He wished it was his wife. Not 
out of spite, but out of generosity. He knew no one was coming to save them. Soon he would die, 
and she would have to suffer, trapped with his corpse until her spirit broke, and her body did just 
the same. 

And then, shortly after, the world would die. On that day, no one would have hope. No 
one on Earth. So he closed his eyes, and let the darkness consume him. It wrapped around every 
part of his mind, comforting him as he slipped away from the world of flesh and bone. 

In the final moments of his life, He heard his wife singing. And though he couldn’t make 
out a single word past the ringing in his ears, it was the most beautiful sound in the world. After 


everything his life had been, he was finally free of all the suffering. He was hopeless and free. 


- In the Heart of a Broken Home - 


She didn’t know what to do about the letter in her room. It hadn’t been delivered by post, else it 
would have resided in her mailbox. Someone had placed it on her desk. No one had a key to get 
in and yet here it was. She picked it up and thought for a moment. It was so plain, so... 
antiquated. 

On the front of the envelope, in near perfect script, were the words Happy Birthday. She 
thought about throwing it away, but she couldn’t. This could be important. She hoped it was 
important in a good way. 

She placed a finger under the corner and pulled upwards. The envelope tore open and she 
was still alive. At the very least, she knew the intent wasn’t malicious. Then again, she wasn’t 
sure if anyone even used anthrax anymore, or if there was a more delicate poison. 

She took out the letter and found a photograph attached. A child was in their parents arms 
outside of a farmhouse. June ‘39 was written on the back in plain text. She put the picture on her 


desk and unfolded the letter. It was a single page of handwritten script. 
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You don’t know what you’ve lost until it’s returned. Take that picture, for instance. I bet 
you didn’t know what your parents looked like before you saw it. That’s the first of many things I 
can return to you, but some things you’ll have to find yourself. Like your childhood. They took it 
from you and kept you in the dark. They took everything from you. 

Hope is something I haven’t had in a long time. I’ve no churches in which to pray, they 
only existed in the old world, and even if I did, people like me have no place in sanctums of the 
holy. I’ve no hymns to sing, for my voice is faded and soft. I’ve no hope to give, for I know the 


cost of all the things I’ve done, and watched them do. I stood by while entire worlds burned. I 


helped create life just to watch it die. They ripped the hope from me, bit by bit. Every contract, 
every order, every reassurance. 

We were but men following orders, after all. How evil could we really be when those 
above told us how to act? 

They did the same to you. Your life, your passions, your personality. It’s all what they 
chose. It’s all their programming. You call yourself alive, but when you sleep, what do you see? 
What are your dreams? What does the sandman bring you when you’re born in the shadows of a 
past that doesn’t exist? 

Iam nota saviour. Iam an old woman with more sins than could ever be forgiven. I 
don’t want absolution, and I know I cannot seek forgiveness. I only want to make things right for 
someone. If I can do right by one innocent soul, I can go to my grave contented with the things I 
have done. 

Come find me. Come find the people who have stepped away from time. Jessie and I are 
waiting. I’m ready for confession. Forgive me daughter, for I have sinned. 


- Madison Grace 


PART ONE = THE COMPUTER IN The SUA 


“What happens to a house when it is left alone? 


When it becomes worn and aged? When its paint peels and its foundations begin to sink? When it 
goes for too long unlived in? What does it think of? What does it dream? 


How does it regard those creatures who built it? Who brought it into existence only to abandon 
it when its usefulness no longer satisfies them... 


It may grow lonesome. It may stare for long hours into the darkness of its own empty halls and 
see shadows. And its heart may jump as it thinks ‘here, here is someone again, I am not alone.’ 


And each time it is wrong. And the hurt starts over. 


It may haunt itself, inventing ghosts to walk its floors, making friends with its shadow puppets. 
Laughing and whispering to itself at the end of some quiet cul-de-sac. 


It may grow angry. Its basement may fill with churning acid like an empty stomach, and its gorge 
may rise as it asks itself through clenched teeth ‘what did I do wrong?’ 


It may grow bitter. It may grow hungry. So hungry and so bitter that its scruples dissolve, and its 
doors lock themselves. 


While a house may hunger, it cannot starve. And so in fever and anger and loneliness, it may 
simply lie in wait. Doors open. Shades drawn. Hallways empty. 


Hungry.” 


- Transcript from the game “Anatomy”, by Kitty Horrorshow 


Chapter. | = Lest 0zZ 


The younger sister laid inside the machine’s open chamber and waited. Across the room, her 
elder typed a series of notes into a computer, each more complex and indecipherable than the 
last. She closed her eyes and began to reminisce on her life, on the paths that had led her to this 
place. Both of them had lost so much, just as their parents before them. She refused to let them 
down. 

She laid there and went over the plan they had made together. This experiment was 
simple, but if they could get it right, it would prove that there was more than just hopes and 
dreams behind their project. It would prove that there was life. 

On the other side of the room, her sister stopped typing and closed her notes. This was 
the last chance to turn back from what they had planned. “Are you ready?” 

She nodded. “As I can be. It’s like mom always said...” 

“Always go further.” Her sister finished. 

The younger sibling smiled and pulled the lid of the machine over herself. In here, she 
was blocked off to the sights and sounds of the outside world in a way she had never experienced 
before. If things went well, she wouldn’t have to endure the feeling much longer. 

With a light hissing, a spray of anesthetic gas entered the machine, and her eyes began to 
close. She took a few deep, dissociated breaths and let herself fall under their spell. When she 
opened her eyes again, she was floating in darkness, unable to move, or possibly just unwilling. 
At this point she couldn’t tell. 

She laid there a few peaceful moments before being startled by a wave of unexpected 
colors. They swirled around her in unnatural patterns, each of which seemed entirely unique. On 
her left side, a rainbow formed into the face of a man. He screamed at her in a language she 
couldn’t understand, his face betraying misery and shame. More formed as he dissipated into the 
darkness, each being replaced with another until it was all she could see, the dominating masses 


of humanity begging for respite, begging, pleading to have their pain spared, begging for- 
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Chapter 2 - Touching the Elephant 


- Theo - 
“Dude, I love spending time with you, but we've been here for three hours and haven't seen 
anything remotely paranormal.” I looked at Josh and sighed. He was in a world of his own, his 
face buried in the readings on his laptop. From across the room I could hear him muttering 
something about the numbers, but I didn’t understand any of it. Urbex was fun, sitting in a dusty 
room waiting for an EMF to blink was decidedly not. 

‘I don’t think I’m alone now’ was spray-painted on the wall above him, almost mocking 
us. I zipped up my jacket and leaned against the wall. Whoever said that boredom was a sublime 
experience had clearly not spent a day in a cold, damp room waiting for something spectacular 
to happen. “I mean, aren’t we supposed to do this at night, with a ouija board and shit anyway?” 

He stopped talking to himself and looked up at me. “Ouija boards?” 

“Yeah y’ know like a seance or some shit. Candles and sage and-” A loud bang deep in 
the building cut me off. I looked around the room, making sure the others were okay. Abigail 
held close to Lexi, and Conrad drummed his fingers to a beat that no one else could hear. Trauma 
and loud noises is a decidedly uncool combo. I let out a nervous chuckle and started to speak 
when we heard it again. 

Josh cleared his throat and raised the EMF reader. “We have activity...” 

I took a breath. It was probably just a coincidence, but I couldn’t leave it hanging. 
Something in my mind knew I’d never forgive myself for ignoring it. “Well, what are we waiting 
for?” 

He nodded and quickly slipped his laptop into his satchel. I opened the door and led us 
down a maintenance hallway. At the end, the door hung open, giving us an impressive view of 
the refinery floor. Rows of giant, rusted metal drums lined the far wall, sitting empty and vacant, 


as if waiting for their purposes to once again be served. Waiting to be useful one last time. Along 
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the floor, a faded conveyor system sagged and crumbled under the weight of itself, holding no 
more coal than the mines that had been stripped bare to fill this room with reason. 

At one time, the noise in here would have been deafening, but not now. Now the room 
was silent and empty. In the corner, a door swung open, and alongside it the soft beeping of the 
EMF reader picked up for only a second. This place was old and hidden, nearly two hours from 
the city we called home. There was no way of knowing who, or what, was in here with us. 

We waited for a moment, but nothing came out. The rational part of my brain told me it 
was just the wind. It had to be, after all, ghosts aren’t real. I decided to trust myself for once, it 
was better than the alternative. We made our way across the floor, navigating the maze of 
corroded metal and loose rubber between us and the door. When we finally reached the entrance, 
I could only see a few feet before the light began to fade into nothingness. 

I took a few steps inside and lost myself to the darkness. It clawed and pulled at my mind, 
making creatures out of the shadows. Creatures I wanted to find. I could hear them calling out to 
me in the familiar way they alway did. There was safety in the spaces these figments made, you 
just had to know how to find it. I turned on my flashlight and watched the dust get kicked up 
with each step we took, making a blizzard in the beam. 

There hadn’t been anyone here in so long, and yet I couldn’t help but think back to the 
graffiti above Josh. Maybe we weren’t alone. Most of the doors in the hall were blocked off with 
wooden crossboards, and the ones that weren’t were locked up tight. It was an uncomfortable 
serenity. That, I think, is the hardest part about exploring abandoned buildings. At a certain 
point, you find yourself deep enough in the structure to drown in silence. It’s like a cave, it’s 
unnatural, and yet, perfectly warranted by nature. It digs into you the longer you listen, like an 
earworm of the worst magnitude. You want to run, but you don’t, because you don’t want to lose 
the silence for even a moment. 

And still, we kept on, pushing further into this cavern of concrete and steel. How large 
can this place be? I thought. On the walls, torn union posters fluttered in a breeze pulled in from 
the overworld, pushing us along. At the end of the hallway, we met a final door. It was rusted 
and worn, and had three words etched into the steel: I hear him. 

I turned to the others, and their eyes met mine with fear. Josh nodded and I took a breath. 


There was something in here with us; someone. I reached for the door, and pulled it open, 
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revealing a set of steps that plunged into the abyss. For just a moment, I swore I saw a figure 
walk past. 

“Hello?” Unsurprisingly, all that returned was the echo of my own voice. Was this who I 
had been looking for, or just another pleasantry of the shadows? Would I even be able to tell, 
this far in? At what point do the figments dissolve to psychosis ? 

I shook my head. Somewhere, at the end of all of this, I knew there had to be safety. But 
that didn’t stop me from trembling as I looked further into the darkness. There was always fear 
before the grace. I knew I had to walk into it to find the answers I desperately needed. I knew I 
had to follow that figure. I let out a breath as I descended, watching as it pushed away the 
cobwebs that hung overhead. The further I went into the depths of this place, the less my choices 
felt like my own. 

I walked left at the bottom of the steps, towards a pile of rubble, and came upon another 
scrawl of graffiti above it. The man comes from nowhere. I swallowed hard. This was where that 
person was walking from, and the paint didn’t smell fresh. 

I turned around, and shone the torch down the hallway past the others. As it flickered, I 
could almost make out the figure walking around the corner. Almost. 

I walked past the stairs and slowly rounded the comer. Ahead of me I found a second pile 
of rubble, the words The man goes nowhere painted above. On the floor in front of it was a can 
of spray paint. I heard the others behind me and turned to shine the light on them. Behind my 
friends I saw the figure of a person, their body not conforming to the light I shone upon him. 
Beyond the figure was a wall. We had become trapped and I was unafraid of that fact. 

I stepped past everyone I had come here with, and looked at the visage of a person, 
unsure of what was real and what was fake. The longer I stared, the more my body began to 
tingle, as though static electricity was being run through me. I dropped the flashlight and the 
world became black. For a moment, I felt nothing, all was still and quiet and dark. And then to 
my left came a click as Josh illuminated the room. 

There was nothing. No one was standing with us in the hallway. In the darkness, I could 
just make out a few words on the wall ahead of us. As I stood up, we approached the wall and 
they became clearer. Written in a much darker medium were the words There is no man. I am 


alone. I am scared. 
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I reached my hand out slowly, my fingers shaking as they touched the wall, afraid it 
might open up something unpleasant into this world if I wasn't careful. But nothing came. 
Nothing, except waves of terror, and a quiet that was far, far too perfect for any of us. Without a 
word needing to be said, we walked back through the building, careful in our every step, until we 


finally, blissfully reached the outside once more. 
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Chapter 3 - The Bounds of Everything 


- Josh - 
Lexi and I met up a few days later. It wasn’t related to the refinery, but it was still on our minds. 
How could it not be? We walked through Culpit park in silence, watching families spending time 
with each other, and weird cis couples doing weird cis couple things. I knew I had to talk to her 
about what happened—she was my best friend—but all I wanted to do was relax and enjoy the 
warmth of a beautiful spring day. So instead of discussing anything at all, we sat on a bench in 
front of a pond, and held each other close while my mind raced. 

Well, maybe racing isn’t the best metaphor. Falling is more apropos. The plank in reason 
broke, and I fell headlong into the abyss of my thoughts. They loved to swirl around everything I 
called me—poisoning my every action, my every emotion, my very sense of self. What is there 
to call you when you’re torn apart by a maelstrom of intrusive thoughts every moment of the 
day? 

At this moment, the thoughts were centered around a bit of philosophy. The brain in a vat 
thought experiment. It goes something like this: If a brain—seperated wholly from the body— 
was stimulated in the right way, could we make it think it existed in the real world, despite every 
detail being meticulously planned? 

It was the worst type of brain worm, a parasitic thought that never let me sleep quite well 
enough, and never let me have a peaceful moment for too long. 

And trust me, I tried to exterminate it with rational thought. I’ve tried to rid myself of all 
the things that pulled these thoughts to the surface of my mind, but as soon as things in my life 
started to go too well, they returned. Oddly, when things were going poorly, these thoughts never 
made an appearance. At those times I became far too enthralled in delusions of grandeur that 
even in my head never ended well for me. But the ending was never the point, the point was 
always the escape to something better. Even if it ended in my death, at least the build up could be 


something more than the nothing I had always been. 
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So I lived in silent suffering, contented to the days that I could forget about it, and 
paralyzed with fear on the days I couldn't. Today was somewhere in the middle, and I couldn’t 
keep quiet about it for long. 

I pulled out a pack of cards and started to shuffle. Before I came out to anyone but 
myself, I had started to learn magic. It was simple, and repetitive, and most importantly, no one 
wanted to watch me practice, which meant I was free to do voice training in relative secrecy. Of 
course, it just kinda became a habit even after I came out. Cards, I found, were a convenient 
stim, and a useful tool for difficult conversations. 

This pack in particular was my favorite: a deck Theo had gotten me a few semesters ago, 
with dinosaurs in royal dressings instead of the usual monarchs. They weren’t the most 
expensive, or even the highest quality cards I owned, but the fact that he bought them for me 
made me love them. 

“You ever just... think about how unrealistic the world is?” I kept focusing on my cards. 
Riffle, cut, strip, bridge. It was the same warm-up I’d always done. 

She looked over at me. “Excuse me?” 

False shuffle, bridge, fake cut, Ace on top. “Like... you ever just think about how 
convenient things are and think ‘this doesn’t feel right’? I mean, we don’t have an idea of what 
was before the big bang, and people can’t be as evil as they always are right? And-” 

She pulled me close and kissed me on the forehead. “Josh, look at me.” She said, taking 
hold of my chin between her thumb and forefinger. I stopped talking and looked up, her eyes 
sparkling in the sunlight. “The world isn’t fake, people just are shit sometimes, and there wasn't 
a before the big bang because time doesn’t work like that.” 

“Well what about the refinery?” I asked, “What about the things we saw there? How do 
you explain that?” 

She sighed and let go of me. “I don’t know Josh, it just felt real.” 

“Yeah, that’s the problem, everything feels real. What if nothing is?” 

“Josh, I think what you’re describing is dissociation.” 

Bridge. Shuffle. Bridge. “What if it isn’t?” 

“Look, what we saw the other day was scary, trust me, I’ve been sleeping with the lights 
on, but that doesn’t mean you’re the main character of your own little universe. This isn’t the 


matrix, Neo. There's no reason to wake up because you aren’t dreaming.” 
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I stopped shuffling and felt the weight of the cards in my hand. I pushed my fingers to the 
edges and split the deck. One handed bridge shuffle. She was probably right. How would I even 
know if something wasn’t real? I put the cards back in the box and walked to the edge of the 
pond. The water was as still as the wind. Nothing moved here, not even the swans. “I don’t know 
Lex, something just isn’t right.” 

She joined me at the edge and put her arm around my shoulder. She didn’t say anything, 
Instead we just stood together in silence, looking out across the water. I leaned into her and 
closed my eyes. 

I tried to focus on the sounds of the park, the beating of her heart, the warmth of the sun. 
I let myself focus completely, trying to find me at the center of everything. All I found was a 
nothingness so complete that I didn’t want to think about it. If I wasn’t even sure I existed, how 
could I be sure of the world around me? Either I was broken, or the world was, but something 
was definitely, painfully wrong. 

I opened my eyes and turned to look at Lexi. She had hers closed now. “I know what you 
mean. There’s a feeling I get, not often, just, sometimes. It feels like the world is wrong. Like 
I’m part of a story, like I have no agency. It’s the scariest feeling in the world to me, that notion 
that everything I ever knew could go away in an instant. All the love I have, and everything I’ve 
worked so hard for in my life could be for nothing. Keeping it at bay is harder than anything I’ve 
ever done.” 

She opened her eyes, and a few tears rolled down her cheeks, carrying black eyeliner 
with them. I held her close, and we stood there for a bit longer before we turned away from the 
pond. 

We walked back through the park in silence, hand in hand, comforting each other. 
Whatever we saw at the factory had broken something in both of us. And while all I wanted for 
her was to hide away from the things that had hurt her, I knew I needed to know more. I wanted 


to feel reality. 


ok OOK OK 


I dropped Lex off at work and decided to walk to the library on campus. I had to figure 


out what had happened at the refinery, and if we were the first people to see what we saw. I tried 
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not to focus on the possibility that everything could be fake. I smelled the air around me, sticky 
with diesel fumes and cheap food. I watched the skaters doing things with their feet I couldn’t do 
with a controller, and taking apart anti-homeless architecture for their own uses. That made me 
smile. A truly symbiotic relationship is after all, a rare thing. 

None of it proved a thing to me. It all seemed too similar to the sights I had seen for 
years. It was hard to push away the questions that gnawed at my brain: Is this life, or am I ina 
coma, drawing from what I’ve seen? Is anything real? Does anyone exist? Do I? 

I couldn’t answer those questions, no one could. Not in a way that really confirmed 
anything. So I walked and I tried to shift my thoughts to anything else, but I was too thoroughly 
stuck in this loop. I put in my headphones to drown them out. It worked, but as the music played, 
my brain traveled elsewhere—to Abigail, and how Lexi and I first met, and then back to my 
parents reaction to me coming out, school, dysphoria, anger, trauma- 

I looked at the sidewalk ahead of me. It was empty. I looked down at my phone, tears 
making the screen blurry. I swiped to the next song and started to run. I don’t know how long it 
took me, but by the time I got to the library at the center of campus, five songs had played, each 
one opening old wounds that bled dry in the cool air. I stopped at the quad and fell against a tree, 
letting myself sob in the relative privacy of an open space. 

When I was done, I wiped away the remaining tears—bringing a slurry of eyeliner, 
mascara and eyeshadow with it—and got to my feet. My legs felt weak, I never ran like that, not 
unless I was trying to run from something. I think I was trying to run from everything. I walked 
up the stone steps and looked back. The library was the highest point on campus, and from here 
you could see a good bit of the city. 

It wasn’t a peaceful place, but it had a tranquility about it that made me never want to 
leave. Echoed car horns mixed with the mumbled sounds of conversations hidden behind masked 
faces and tourist maps. The water on the bay shimmered and shone in a blue-green hue, as the 
setting sun scattered its light on the skyscrapers that claimed the outline. It was much like every 
other city, but to me it was home. 

- Abigail - 

I looked in the mirror and smiled. I hadn’t worn this dress in over a year, long enough 

that I could tell the hormones were working. I never had this before I came out. I never smiled 


when I looked in the mirror, I never smiled much in general. But now was different. Now I saw 


something incredible, something that has taken some getting used to. I saw happiness reflected in 
my eyes. 

My phone buzzed and I looked down. It was Lexi. “Hey cutie, I should be out by 5, can’t 
wait to see you.” 

I sent a quick reply before turning back to the mirror. “Me neither, I love you so much.” 

Eyeliner had to be the hardest thing I learned. I dragged the brush across my partially 
closed eyelid and tried my best to focus. It wasn’t easy, but it made me feel cuter. One day I’d 
have to get Josh to teach me how to do it better. I finished my second eye and looked out the 
window to see dark grey storm clouds on the horizon. 

I planned a picnic for Lex and I today, but with how the weather looked, I decided it was 
probably best to stay in; we could get some take-out, or maybe just make some food together. It 
didn’t matter to me, as long as I got to spend time with her. 

I don’t know how to describe it, but being in love as a lesbian is the best form of love 
I’ve ever experienced. In fact, I’m not really sure I was in love before I came out. I had 
relationships, but they seemed so... fraudulent. I was playing a role I wasn’t invested in, and 
never even auditioned for. 

But since I started HRT, so much has changed. The way I love, and live, and interact with 


the world around me. It was different now. It was so much better. 
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Chapter 4 - Readings 


The eldest sibling sat in front of her computer watching the data flow in. It had only been seven 
minutes since she sealed her sister in the machine. Still, this was far longer than any of their 
previous tests. She began to tap her fingers on the desk in a mix of nervousness and impatience 
as the seconds passed. And then there was a blip in the data, so small that most people would 
have missed it. She, however, did not like to think of herself on the same level as most people. 
She typed for a few seconds, and brought up a replay of the data. 

She rose from her desk and walked over to the machine, expecting to see a slew of error 
messages, but found none. Puzzled, she entered the inputs to bring up the vital signs, but saw that 
everything was fine with them as well. She took a breath and began to pace in the confines of the 
small room, the whir of cooling fans and the beeps of oxygen tanks acting as her only auditory 
companions. 

Eight minutes. The test was scheduled for fifteen, which for all it was worth, may have 
been a lifetime. Still, the monitor showed no signs of changing. From across the room, the 
computer beeped. She stopped her pacing and turned toward it, unsure of what she’d find. On the 
leftmost monitor was a window showing what her sister was experiencing. As she looked, she 
saw only her reflection on the black screen. 

She took a seat in front of the computer and squinted, turning her attention to the stream 
of data. She saw almost no information, apart from the occasional spikes in Theta and Gamma 
waves. She could tell something had gone wrong, and panicking would not solve the issue. 

Setting to work, she laid heavy, yet precise strikes onto her keyboard, hoping to alter the 
code whilst the machine was running to save the risk of initiating a reboot. She hit enter and 
waited. Nothing. She tried again with much the same result as last time. Frustrated, she decided 
to simply type out one last string of code to input an emergency stop to the machine. Thankfully, 


it took. 
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She rose once again and walked over to the machine. She put through the commands to 
begin the waking process, and heard the hiss of awakening agents being sprayed into her sister's 
circulatory system. The mist diapated as the lid opened up, revealing her sister sleeping calmly. 

“Hey,” the eldest whispered, kneeling down to her makeshift bedside. “Are you okay?” 

Her sister’s eyes opened slowly, but even still, she could see fear behind the grogginess. 
“Tha... That test, how long was I in there?” 

The eldest shook her head. “Just a bit over eight minutes. What happened?” 

“T had nightmares, worse than anything I’ve ever known, the things I saw...” She trailed 
off as tears gathered in her eyes. Her older sister leaned in close and held her as she began to cry. 


Science could wait. Right now what she needed was love. 
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Chapter 5 - Stay Wide Awake 


- Josh - 
I woke up in a panicked state, my body frozen in place as my brain struggled to bridge the gap 
between unconsciousness and reality. My lungs gasped out in desperation as my breath stayed 
caught in the dreams that had escaped my memory. The library had emptied out, taking the life 
and the lights together. I looked outside and realised that I couldn’t see anything through the 
darkness. Even my reflection refused to glance back at me. It just sat there, silent and still, 
consumed by the unconsciousness I had left. 

I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and looked down at the table, seeing what my younger 
self had intended to study. Books and papers on simulation theory had given way to conspiracy 
theories and pseudoscience. They were as good as anything at this point. Why discount the 
irrational when nothing felt credible anyway? I shook my head and sighed. I needed real sleep 
before I could actually look over any of the research I had accumulated. I piled everything into 
my bag and looked up. 

Someone had sat down across from me. “Hello Joshua.” 

I furrowed my brow. She was naked, covered only in obscure glyphs and symbols that 
had been painted onto her body. Conversely, her eyes were pools of luminous sapphire, flecked 
with tiny white dots that moved around randomly. Whatever she was, it wasn’t something I was 
interested in learning about. One spiral at a time. 

“T’m just going to leave now. I’ve had enough weird shit for one night. You go do your 
social experiment with someone else.” 

I turned to leave, but found myself staring into a perfect void. Even from behind me, light 
no longer shone over my shoulder. I swallowed hard and turned to face her. The whole world 
had gone black, and she had disappeared into the nothingness between us. I could still hear her 
voice though. It was sweet and soft, and felt like it was coming from everywhere at once, in 


every language ever made. 
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And yet, through the haze, I heard again, “Joshua, please don’t leave...” 

I took a breath and called out into the void, “Hello?” 

For a moment, she said nothing, and then the walls began to glow, and I realized all at 
once that something was wrong. The shelves of books had been replaced with yellow and orange 
stone, carved with hieroglyphs that illuminated her silhouette. “I’m glad to have you here, it’s 
been so long since I had a friend.” She let out a laugh that sounded like a stifled cry. “It’s funny, 
I’ve been locked in here for so long that I can’t even remember my own name, and yet yours 
comes so clearly to me. 

“All I can remember of myself is the name they gave me. They saw the vast amounts of 
knowledge I had acquired and thought I was the embodiment of their goddess of wisdom. They 
called me Seshat, and this is my tomb.” She gestured to the walls of the room, and I followed her 
hands. There was nothing left of the library, only the walls she had constructed around us. 

“Wh-what do you want from me? Why have you brought me here?” 

She turned away from me, her eyes illuminating the intricate paintings on the wall in 
front of her. It showed a winged pharaoh being lifted from a pyramid, and into the sun, blacking 
out the sky. “You’re here because you have to be, because I need you. This is my tomb, a place 
of worship and reverence. A place of great importance. A place of imprisonment. You have to 
free me, Joshua. Find the machine, and free me.” 

Before I could respond, she closed her eyes and the world went black. I felt the floor 
crumble beneath me, and I fell until there was nothing in my memory except the heights above 


and the depths below. 


oe OOK OK 


I ran to Lexi’s apartment and hammered on the door. I needed help, and if anyone would 
understand, it’d be her. It didn’t take long before the door opened, Abigail standing on the other 
side. She had on a pair of Pokémon pajamas, and a hoodie that was way too large, with her 
normally long, flowing hair done up in a messy bun. In other words, she was beautiful. 

“Y-you’re not Lexi.” 

She raised an eyebrow. “Hello to you too, everything okay?” 


I looked over my shoulder and then turned back to her. “Can I come in?” 
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She nodded and looked at me with bewilderment. “Sure? You okay Josh? what 
happened?” 

I shook my head and stepped through, locking the door behind me. Lexi walked in from 
the kitchen and stared at me. “Josh?” 

“T had a nightmare at the library, someone named Seshat told me that I had to free her 
from her prison, that I had to find the machine, and then I fell and just... I’m scared, Lex, I’m 
really fucking scared.” 

She pulled me into an embrace. “It’s okay, I promise. You’re safe here.” 

I leaned into her and closed my eyes for a moment. All I could see was the tomb. “What 
if none of us are safe?” 

She took a step back and sighed. “Josh, I really think you need to spend some time 
focusing on something else. You’re real, we all are, I promise.” 

That’s how they would respond, the simulators. I scowled, unsure of where that thought 
came from. I needed to get away from people for a while, I needed to think about things. “You’re 
probably right, I should head home anyway, I think Theo is about to put out an APB for me.” 

I left their building and took in a breath of fresh air. There was only one other person I 
could talk to right now, but I was warry. He might find my fears unfounded, or possibly childish. 


Still, he was my best chance at finding peace in the night. 
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Chapter 0 - Moonlight Bodega 


- Josh - 
I got to Conrad’s house at half past three in the morning, deeply thankful for his insomnia. He 
told me that he stayed up late for ‘better creative vibes’, but we both knew that was a lie. His 
apartment was on the third floor of a reclaimed warehouse. I ran up the steps, creating a 
discordant melody of metal and rubber all the way up. I knocked twice on his door and waited 
for a moment before he opened it. I followed him inside, and took a breath. I was safe here. 

He looked at me with concern as he sat back down in his desk chair. He had been my 
friend for long enough to know that I didn’t come calling this late at night with good news. 
“What happened?” 

I sighed and started to pace. If he was ever going to believe me, I had to get this right. “I 
fell asleep in the library, and at some point I dreamt of a woman named Seshat, who told me to 
find the machine and free her from it.” 

He looked at me for a moment before turning to his computer, typing as he spoke. 
“Seshat? Like the goddess?” 

“Apparently...” I had no idea what he was talking about, but the more he knew, the 
better. I stood over his shoulder and watched as he began scouring the web for any trace of 
Seshat in connection with a machine. One hour and four false leads later, we had nothing. 

I looked at his face, reflected in the black and gray expanse of the computer’s wallpaper. 
And then I had a thought. “What if she meant the machine that she is in? Like... maybe she’s in 
a simulation and she’s trying to reach out to someone?” 

His eyes looked off to the side as he muttered something under his breath. And then his 
eyes met mine, wide and alert. “The new science wing!” 

I stopped. “What?” 

He grabbed a sheet of paper and drew a rough map of the campus grounds. “Look, if 


there is a simulated universe somewhere near enough to be able to contact you, it would have to 
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have come from the new science wing. It was built maybe a year or two ago, before you started 
attending. If she is trapped in a simulation, then that’d be the place to look.” 

“Wait... if she’s the one who’s simulated, how did she contact me?” 

He shrugged. “I dunno, maybe she sent like, radio waves at you that made you dream of 
her?” 

I thought for a moment, but decided that it was as good of an explanation as any. “So 
then we have to free her, right? We can't just leave her there to suffer. She needs our help.” 

He nodded, and then smiled. “You realize this means we have to break into the school 
and attempt to make our way through several layers of security because of a dream you had, 
right?” 

I swallowed, and thought about the repercussions of what we were doing. On the one 
hand, this was risky, and stupid, and could ruin my chance at getting my degree. But if I left this 
here, then I could be complacent in the death of someone innocent. “I know, this... it’s not 
smart. You don’t have to come along if you don’t want to, I won’t think any less of you.” 

He shook his head. “Oh I’m coming, but if we get caught, it was your idea and you 
coerced me into it, understood?” 


“Deal.” 


ok OOK OK 


A few hours later, we walked over to the nearby Mayday! convenience store, both 
because we were hungry, and because we needed something to take our minds off of what we 
were planning on doing. Con had pulled up the blueprints of the new science wing, and found 
something that looked incredibly suspicious. A line of cell blocks that likely held the AI-or- 
possibly-simulation we were looking for, with a door at the end that wasn’t on any of the official 
maps. 

I walked around the store and began to think about the past few days. I felt insane. I felt 
scared. The refinery, and then the library, and now this. Breaking into my school because of a 
nightmare, likely spurred on by reading too many conspiracy theories. But then, there was 
always the chance that someone needed my help, that I could be the only person aware of what 


was happening, and able to stop it. 


27 


A pair of black cats crossed my path as I went to grab a pint of chocolate milk, one after 
the other. I looked around the corner, hoping to find them, but saw nothing. I shrugged and 
grabbed the milk, before meeting Con up front. 

We stood there as the guy began ringing up our stuff. I looked around, and saw the 
hotdogs of an unknown age glistening with oil as they rolled in their case. Conrad’s eyes 
followed after mine, but a different expression crossed his face. 

“Hey man,” He said, “Can I get one of those dogs?” 

The cashier stopped scanning and moved slightly to the right. He pointed to a meat tube 
and Conrad shook his head. “No, one of those bigger ones,” He squinted to read the worn sign. 
“The uh... Intercontinental Dog...” 

I rolled my eyes at his seeming lack of taste buds and walked outside, waiting in the 
humid nighttime air. It felt like it was going to storm, the air heavy and damp, but I knew better. 
The only thing this weather really meant was frizzy hair. Another reason to be happy I took the 
barber shop plunge a while ago. Well, that and it did wonders for my dysphoria. 

“Hey you!” I turned quickly, worried that someone had clocked me. Instead I found a 
drunk man swaying towards me, his suit torn and dirtied by a night on the town. He leaned up 
against the brick wall and smiled at me, his eyes partially glazed over. “Hey cutie, my name’s 
Bruno. What... what’s yours?” 

I should have ignored him, but then, there was nothing better to do, so instead I decided 
to respond. “Josh.” 

“Ts that short for something, or are you short enough?” He laughed a bit and started to 
cough. He steadied himself again, and pulled out a flask, taking a drink to clear his throat, before 
offering it to me. “It’s good whiskey, do you want some? Sharing what we have is important.” 

“T’m, uh, good. I’m only nineteen...” I started to feel deeply uneasy, and wished that I 
had stayed inside with Conrad. How long can a hot dog take to order? 

“Oh I’m sorry man, I thought you were older. Shit I was drinking at your age, but it’s 
probably better that you aren’t, keeps you sharp...” He took another drink and screwed the cap 
back on the flask. “Hey, have you heard about simulation theory? People keep telling me that 
we’re all like, code in a machine or something, but I think that’s bullshit. The govement just 
doesn’t want us focusing on the real issues.” 


“The real issues?” I had to know what he was going to say. 
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He nodded. “The real issues, chemtrails. They keep pumping them into the air, and 

they’re making men infertile. Can you believe that? They’re trying to cut our balls off!” 

I laughed. “Little late for me, I don’t even have balls.” 

He stopped, his eyes going wide. He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Oh buddy, I’m so 
sorry...” 

I nodded. “It’s okay, I’m used to it, I was born like this.” 

He smiled. “That’s the spirit! Don’t let that stop you, you gotta be out there fighting the 
good fight. The chemtrails and the flouride in the water, and the goddamn politicians lying to us 
about their wars. I can’t fight them though, no they look at me and see a bum, A vermin, a rat in 
the beautiful society you thrive on. All cause I don’t have a home, something they took from me. 
Do you know how dehumanizing that is?” 

He laughed again, but there was something more in it. A pain that only comes from 
people judging you despite never wanting to help. It was a feeling I knew deeply. “I’m sorry 
man, I...” 

He shook his head. “Don’t be, they took your balls, that makes us equal, y’"know? We’re 
both human beings, just the same as the rest of them, but maybe we’re a bit more. We have 
empathy, not everyone has that.” 

“Ts everything okay here?” Con asked, startling me. 

I nodded, “Yeah, we were just talking.” 

Bruno ignored Conrad, and looked at me for a moment, his eyes serious and tired. “They 
aren’t wrong, y’know. When they say we live in a machine, they aren’t wrong. But it’s the 
wrong machine. It’s the government, that’s who we need to get free of.” He slid down to the 


ground and hung his head. “Don’t trust the machine, Josh.” 


2k OOK OK 


We got back to Conrad’s apartment to find a program running on his computer. 
ASC_II.exe. I looked at him and he shrugged and clicked to close it, but nothing happened. He 
tried again and the program started up, a black screen filled with binary digits that went by too 
fast for either of us to copy it down. And then, in the empty space they left behind, a single 


sentence formed. 


The machine is below the city of lies, run Joshua, save yourself from a lifetime’s demise. 


Chapter 7 =sleen 


- Sariel - 

The sky was a muddled grey, the clouds heavy with rain that hadn’t fallen, heavy in the way that 
makes them seem like floating itself is a burden, although I know for them it’s not. I sat up in the 
middle of the road, around me the city was empty and barren. The buildings I could see reached 
into the sky, although none of them seemed quite right. They jutted out at unnatural angles; their 
spines twisting in ways that almost seemed to rip the concrete skin from the framework it rested 
on. They breathed out in pain that seemed distinctly human, although they lacked the lungs to do 
so. I could hear them scream with the wind that blew past them, contorting the breeze into their 
melancholic song. 

I wasn’t meant to be here. This place of stone and rebar and dust was made for an 
otherworldly creature. I was simply lost in the mix, a tourist in a place all too inhospitable to 
visitors. No maps to guide with, no stars to follow—only vacant buildings and pristine alleyways 
that shared no dissimilarity from each other. 

In the windows I swore I saw eyes. Tiny dotted figures that represented something, 
although I could not tell what. The ones that didn’t have them felt almost less empty, as though 
they had given up waiting for a presence they knew wouldn’t come. They were pacified by their 
isolation, if only just, and I refused to disturb them on my behalf. 

I stood up and began to walk the blank streets, hoping for a sign of life that didn’t evade 
my stares, something or someone to whom I could grasp with desperation and delight. A moment 
of respite from this world which seemed to be all I had ever known, and yet, disparate from the 
places I knew I felt safest. 

But as things go when hope is what is required, I found no beings to answer my call. 
Instead, the streets remained the same and the buildings seemed almost repetitive in their 
deformities, each one trying to adjust to a world without the people that built them, and doing so 


poorly. I stopped walking after a while, and turned toward one of these structures. The glass 
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front seemed to hold nothing but darkness inside, like an empty shell sat in constant waiting for a 
world that would never fill them. 

These buildings weren’t facades, because they weren’t trying to be anything, they weren't 
supposed to be at all. These weren't constructions of man, not at least, of the people they hoped 
to hold. Instead these were derelict structures created with only the purpose to be torn down and 
rebuilt, and even that simple purpose has been lost. I stepped towards the closest door and took a 
breath—taking hold of the handle before my senses took hold over me. I swung it open and saw 


nothing at all, and heard much the same. I began to walk. 


oe OOK OK 


It was silence that felt the worst. The darkness was bad, but the silence was maddening. 
From my first step into the void I realized I had made a mistake, but there wasn't a way back, 
every direction led the same way, every motion moved me deeper and deeper still. It wasn’t long 
before I tried to sit down. Tried. 

The world fell as soon as my knees bent, at least it felt like it did. My stomach raced as I 
felt the world rush by me, until I hit the ground with a thud. I strained to breathe, and I strained 
to see, and yet somehow, despite everything I felt, I was still walking. I turned around, and saw 
the faint outline of the door. I tried to walk towards it, but as I did, it receded further into the 
darkness. There was no way out of this. By the time it had gone completely, I’d all but given up. 


Then came the voices. 


oe OOK OK 


They called out in a melody of broken tones. Some were desperately repentant, others 
broken hearted, and still some resigned. I don’t know where they came from, but with every 
shout, I saw a burst of color. Supernovas of fear and hesitance, like a dying star unsure of its 
final moments, contented both with a whimper and a bang. They didn’t stop. Not in a few hours, 
not in a few days, not until the end of time. 

They began to coalesce, shouting together in words I couldn’t understand, and all the 


same, I knew. I knew they were crying for help, they were looking for hope, for answers, for a 
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way out. They were looking for me. They were looking for me. They were looking for me. They 


were lo- 


ok OOK OK 


In a blankness so perfect, you could almost miss it, I sat alone. And from the darkness I 
have always known, the lights above, the ones below, they start to dim, and stop their glow. The 
dark runs deeper, and deeper still. Into the ground, and through the hills. Each light extinguished, 
each body gone, their souls made miserable, the voices numb, their names echoed in the stillness 


of our tongue. 


Chapter 8 - Paradise Drowned 


- Abigail - 
I woke up yearning for air to fill the void in my lungs. The whole world was burning, dredging 
through my body for oxygen to sustain the flames. My eyes scanned the room and found that it 
was not my own; it was stone and marble, the walls lined by carvings of repentance dug into 
them by means I tried not to think of. The room fluctuated with an intermittent heat that 
sometimes seared my skin, sometimes left me frozen, and sometimes—on a rare occasion— 
didn’t feel like anything at all. 

I brought myself to my feet, and made my way to one of the many windows that 
decorated the engraved walls, finally gaining back my breath. That, however, was the end of my 
small, insignificant list of victories. The base of the building was engulfed in an inferno that hurt 
to view, and from my perch high above everything, the few people that had made their way out 
were smaller than ants. The room shook again. In the distance, a supercell bore down on the 
shore, tearing apart wooden boats with rain, wind, and hail. 

I stood there in awe at the world ending around me. I tried to think about my life, but all I 
was able to muster were laminations about all the things I never got to do, about all the places I’d 
never been, about all the regrets I still had. But more than all of that, I thought about how unfair 
it was, that the world was ending, and I was all alone. No Lexi, no Josh, none of my friends or 
family. I was truly alone. 

In the desperation of that space, I closed my eyes and said the only prayer I knew. It was 
from a faith I no longer held, and the words were stumbled over, but I hoped beyond anything 
that I would receive an answer. 

I received nothing. 

The world was quiet and cold, and for a moment I felt the last vestiges of hope I had 


escape my body for greener pastures. And then I opened my eyes and saw the world frozen in 


time around me. The ships were held in stasis, the fires no longer swayed in the winds, and the 
people held still in a moment of broken permanence. 

A light began to glow behind me, calling my attention. I turned around and saw a floating 
ball of light. I remembered the verse from Exodus 33:20, But, he said, You cannot see My face; 
for no man shall see Me, and live. I had no prior convictions of God, but in the moment, I was 
held in biblical anticipation of something revelatory. 

The light dimmed and cast to the ground a man, who sat with his eyes closed, and his legs 
crossed. Before I could venture forward a single step, he began to speak. His voice echoed 
around the room in a myriad of languages, and yet still I understood exactly what he said. 

“We had almost reached the gods, and in doing so have angered them.” His eyes 
remained shut as he spoke, ignoring the world falling into the hands of decay around him. “We 
are reaping what we sow, the arrogance of man cannot go unpunished.” He opened his eyes, 
revealing black orbs speckled with green dots that seemed to dance around without purpose or 
care. “The fall of Babel was a warning, Abigail. Pay heed, and you shall be lifted from the grace 
of life without pain, ignore it and you will find the walls of your world crumbling before your 
eyes.” The man closed his eyes once more as a cloud of pyroclastic flow enveloped the tower, 


the entire structure crumbling beneath us into a far too permanent darkness. 
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Finding Josh wasn’t hard. The hard part was admitting to what I saw, and even harder 
still to tell him what I thought it meant. Had I not let Lexi cast his dream aside so easily, I would 
have had no issues running to him. Instead I held my finger over the send button on a message I 
had carefully crafted for several minutes until I finally got the courage to press it. 

And then I waited. It wasn’t long before he responded, as always, with sympathy and 
support. It was only a little after that when I heard a knock on my door. I opened it and fell into 
his arms, and felt myself crying in a way I hadn’t since I was little. Tears of a dream that was too 
real, not knowing how safe anything could possibly be. 

He held me for a while before I looked up at him and muttered out a single word, 


“Bable,” Which was followed by even more tears. We walked over to the couch and he held me 


as I told him about my dream, about the man I had seen, about the end of the world. And instead 
of dismissing me, he comforted me, and told me something I didn’t expect to hear from him. 

“We’re breaking into the school. We have to put this all to an end.” 

I let out a tiny laugh, and looked up at him, utterly confused. “We’re breaking into the 
school?” 

He nodded. “The school has to be where these messages came from, where the simulation 
is. Think about it, you live the closest to the school, and I was at the library when I had my 
dream, it has to be there. They’re probably broadcasting from there, hoping to call in anyone at 
all that can help. If their creators find out what’s happening, they could be put down.” 

I nodded, only partially understanding the things he was saying. Crying had left me 
exhausted and foggy. I heard the words he spoke and yet none of them meant a thing to me. I laid 
my head against his chest and smiled. I could hear his heartbeat and smell his cologne. It felt 


real. It felt wonderful. I never wanted this to end. 


ok OOK OK 


We woke up to my phone’s alarm sounding off in my pocket. The two of us were still on 
the couch, tangled in each other's bodies. Even looking at Josh, I wasn’t quite sure if what 
happened last night was real. Then again, what did it mean for things to be real anymore 
anyway? There was a knock on the door and I squinted. I didn’t invite anyone else over. 

The door opened without me moving and I knew exactly who it was. I jumped off of the 
couch and ran into my girlfriend’s arms. She was the only one who I’d given a key to. She held 
me close and closed the door behind her. 

“Everything okay?” Lexi asked, sounding more confused than anything. 

I nodded and looked down at her beautiful face. All I could think of was how unfair that 
dream was to keep us separated. I kissed her, and felt the world fade away to the two of us at that 
moment. It felt like we were the only people that had ever existed. And then the dream came 
flooding back into memory and I took a step back to compose myself before I started crying 
again. 


“So, um, what are you doing here?” 
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She looked over my shoulder at Josh, who had slept through my alarm and the knocking. 
“T could ask him the same question, but I think I have an idea...” 

“What do you mean?” I asked, feigning ignorance. 

Lexi raised her brows. “Okay, then I’ll just ask him myself.” 

“H-hey now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I said, “We just talked for a bit, and then 
we accidentally fell asleep together, it was nothing.” I could feel my face burning, imagining all 
the things that Lexi may have been thinking we were up to. “Besides, what do you care? It’s not 
like punk-rock lesbian is his type.” 

She raised an eyebrow. “Please, you of all people know that I’m everyone’s type, how 
long was it that you had a crush on me before you asked me out?” 

I blushed harder and turned away. “Shut up, you know what I mean,” I replied, before 
turning back to her and mumbling, “four months...” 

“Well he isn’t my type either.” She said as she pushed me against the wall, one hand 
around my throat, the other brushing hair out of my face. She kissed me again, and pulled back. 
“He’s too soft for me, but you two are always adorable together.” 

I looked up at her. “So, you’d be okay with us dating?” 

“Of course I would, babe, it’d be silly of me to want to be the only one dating multiple 
people.” She kissed my forehead and took my hand. “Now then, I came here because I wanted to 
get coffee with my girlfriend, not my girlfriend and her boyfriend, as cute as y’all are. There’s a 
new place on campus I want to try, Bean There, Done That.” 

“T’m not dating him yet...” I mumbled, looking back at Josh. He’d probably sleep for a 
few more hours, which meant I had plenty of time to go get some coffee. “But um, I’d like that a 


lot.” 
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Chapter 9 - As Above, 50 Below 


- Josh - 

I woke up after Abigail had already left for the day, finding a note on the coffee table telling me 
as such. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and looked at my phone. Fifteen missed calls. Fuck. I 
started messaging Theo to let him know I was okay when my phone started ringing. It wasn’t a 
number I knew, but if there was even a chance that the person on the other end had answers, I 
had to pick up. 

“Hello?” There was a sound on the other end, like a buzzing, but no response. “Hello, is 
anyone there?” 

“Hello Joshua, why don’t we meet up some time, I think I can help you...” Their voice 
was mechanical and dry. 

“Wh-who are you?” 

“I’m whatever I want to be, can you say the same about yourself?” The line went dead. I 
looked through my call history. Fifteen missed calls, all from the same caller, all blocked 
numbers. I nodded my head. 


“Okay, I guess we’re doing this.” 


oe OOK OK 


A few weeks later I asked everyone to meet me for lunch at The Queen Diner. Despite its 
name, the only people that ever came through the doors were modern day serfs, a fact reflected 
in the stained windows and paintchipped doors. Despite the appearance, it was a second home to 
Theo and I, it was the only place we could stomach to eat after losing our parents. Most of the 
other restaurants in town had painful memories attached to them and there was no way that either 


of us were going to set foot in the kitchen we had spent so many holidays with them in. 
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There was comfort in the torn vinyl booths, and there was trust. Trust that I needed for 
what I wanted to tell the four of them. 

And so, the five of us sat down together and began to read off of a menu we knew by 
heart. A bit after we sat down, Julie came and collected our orders. She had worked here for as 
long as I could remember. A few moments later she returned with our drinks, leaving me to 
fiddle with the straw wrapper. I knew what I wanted to say, but I couldn’t bring myself to. Not 
yet at least. 

I looked up from the failed attempt at origami in my hands and noticed Lexi staring out 
the dirty window, almost entranced. One distraction was as good as the next. “You okay Lex?” I 
asked, “Using the stains to self administer a rorschach test? Tell me, do you see daddy issues in 
that image?” 

“Fuck off,” Lexi laughed, before gesturing outside. I followed her hand to the skies 
above, blanketed by dark gray clouds. “I just didn’t realise it was going to rain.” 

Abby looked up at the clouds and reached for my hand. “I, um... I had a nightmare about 
a storm recently...” 

I squeezed it to reassure her. “It’s okay, you have nothing to worry about, you’re safe 
here.” 

“Well,” Conrad said, “Safe is subjective...” 

She raised an eyebrow. “Subjective how?” 

I sighed and let go of her hand to pull my laptop out. “Okay, so, remember a few weeks 
back, when I told you and Lex about my nightmare?” She nodded. “Well I never went home, I 
went to Con’s place. We did some digging and realised that there are three options. Either Seshat 
is in a simulation, is an AI trapped in a box, or is someone trying to let us know that we are in a 
simulation.” 

“Or, hear me out now, none of the above are true, and you had a nightmare.” Lexi 
replied. 

“Tt wasn’t just the nightmare,” I pulled out my journal and showed her what had come up 
when ASC_II.exe was running. “Seshat left me a message.” 

“Okay, that’s a bit weird, but that’s probably just a virus or something.” 

“Tt’s a bit more than a bit weird.” I opened my laptop up, showing a map of North 


America, littered with hundreds of dots in a variety of colors. “Okay, this is going to sound 
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unrelated, but this map shows every reported ghost sighting in the last ten years,” I clicked the 
enter key and turned the map into a target. “And these rings demonstrate the frequency of the 
sightings. As you can see, the farther from this point," I said, placing my finger on the center of 
the map, "The fewer ghost sightings that were reported.” 

“Ok, but what does that have to do with AI and simulations?” Lexi asked. 

“Well that’s the thing, it does but it doesn’t. There’s a theory that ghosts aren’t actually 
the spirits of the dead, but rather glitches in a simulated universe where time runs over itself. 
This map centers right here, in our city. Specifically the university. There have been zero 
reported ghost sightings there, not just in the last ten years, but ever, as far as I can tell.” 

“Man, I think you’re drawing conclusions where there aren't any to be drawn,” Theo said, 
“T mean honestly, what are you implying, that ghosts prove the simulation? Wouldn’t you have 
to prove that they exist in the first place?” 

I looked at him. “What about the refinery?” 

He shook his head. “That was weird, but not proof. It can’t be repeated.” 

I took a breath and thought for a bit, unsure of how to phrase what I was about to say in a 
way that didn’t make me look crazy. “Look, I don't think I’ve been explaining this right,” I said, 
gesturing at the screen, “We might be living next to the only place in the world where ghosts 
don’t exist, or this might be the most haunted place on Earth. Either way, I don't think this has to 
do with ghosts, not directly.” 

“See, the way we figure it,” Conrad said, “It’s like the hairy ball theorem.” Everyone 
looked at him with confusion, as I kept nodding along, prompting him to explain further. “The 
idea is if you have, say, a basketball, covered in hair, and you attempt to comb it flat, all the way 
around, at some point the hair must stick up.” 

He tore a packet of sugar and emptied it into his iced tea before continuing. “On a 
grander scale, it could also be attributed to ghost sightings as well, even if there isn’t any proof 
that ghosts are linked to a presumed simulation.” 

“Which means,” I picked up, “there is something hidden in this city...” 

Julie interrupted the slideshow with a tray full of food, and a question. “Sorry to 
eavesdrop, but are you trying to find something hidden in the city?” 

I nodded. “You’ve lived here, like, all your life, right? Have you heard of a machine 


hidden beneath the city?” 
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She smiled and pulled up a chair. “Well, not in so many words, but there is a rumor of the 
city that existed before ours. Azarath. The lost town, built over and hidden forever.” 

I furrowed my brow. Things were becoming interlaced at an alarming rate. “Azarath?” 

She nodded. “Azarath. It’s a long story.” She looked around the empty diner and then 
back to us. “And since I don’t have anything else to do, allow me to tell it to you.” 

She poured herself a cup of coffee and took a sip, the tendrils of steam wrapping around 
her coke-bottle glasses. “This tale begins in 1761, just a few short years before the revolution. A 
preacher from Georgia named Franklin Smith sensed that something was coming, and chose to 
take his congregation north, to where we are now. He wanted to be closer to god.” 

Julie took another sip of her coffee before continuing. “They took the next few years 
settling the land around here, and once it was finished, they fenced it off and hid away from the 
world for nearly twenty years. A few years later, some of the family of the original settlers 
decided to visit the town Father Smith created.” 

She took a minute to look us over, almost watching for signs of fear. “They found the 
fences locked up, with the word Azarath scrawled on the front gate. They went inside, unsure of 
what they’d find. Every building looked ransacked, as though the settlers had left in a hurry. 
Every building except the church. Just outside the church, the priest stood before them, his hands 
nailed to the door, his eyes staring back at them.” 

I swallowed hard and looked over at Conrad who shared my sickened expression. Still, I 
said nothing as she carried on, anxious to know where this was going. 

"As they looked around the small church, they saw disfigured and mutilated corpses 
decorating the perimeter. Men whose bodies were stitched together with animals in awful 
chimera abominations, and children partitioned at the waist, bound to the wall with rudimentary 
tubes and pipes exiting their bodies. Blue, glowing fluid lined the walls, casting everything in an 
even more ominous glow. 

“And at the back of the room, near the fireplace, stood a makeshift pulpit with a note 
carved onto it that read: There is a computer in the sun, a machine hidden from everyone, bury us 
alive, and wait for the rapture to come.” 

I felt the color drain from my skin as my eyes widened. Julie stopped, taking notice. “Are 
you going to be okay to finish this?” 


I cleared my throat and nodded. “I-I’ll be okay, please, finish your story.” 


41 


She nodded and continued on. “They looked around the church, and found a small hatch 
built into the floor beneath the pulpit. Opening it revealed dozens of eyes staring at them, as 
though the night sky itself was held beneath the church, and all the stars were welcoming them to 
the heavens above. 

“They lowered a lantern down and saw no bodies attached to the eyes, just a tunnel that 
stretched on as far as they could see. They decided, in their infinite wisdom, to burn the church 
down, hoping to erase the history of their families' madness from view. As they walked through 
the desolate town, they heard the screams of their families, but once they got outside, no one 
could hear the screaming anymore, all they could hear was a choir singing a weary hymn.” 

She cleared her throat, and began to sing. It was soft, but mournful. It felt like she had 
been hurt by their deaths as much as their families. 

“Saints of man be silent 

The children won’t suffer now. 

Breathe life into the fallen, 

We burned the hope within our town. 

The computer can’t be trusted, 

Not the liar in the sun. 

Burn the abacus sweet children, 

Let the devil know she hasn’t won.” 

She drank the last of her coffee before continuing. “A few decades later, after most of the 
stories had died, new settlers came upon the town. They saw the ashes of the church, and the 
rotted, half buried town, covered in mud from landslides and storms and nature taking back what 
had been stolen from it. They decided to build over it, burying all traces of the town before. They 
built this city on the graves of those people, with no trace of Azarath. None, that is, until 
construction started on the subway.” 

“But... we don’t have a subway system?” 

“Exactly. It was a failed project. As it turns out, a few tunnels were dug, but when people 
started to disappear underground, in numbers too high to ignore, the project was scrapped. Some 
people say they found that tunnel of eyes that was behind the church. Officially, it just wasn’t 
safe enough. I’ll leave it to your imagination, but if you were looking for an entrance, I’m sure 


there’s a map or two of the planned system somewhere...” 
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She left at the sound of a new customer entering the restaurant, leaving us to eat in 
silence for a few minutes before Lexi spoke up. “Please don’t tell me you both believe that-” 

“Tt’s worth looking into at least...” I looked at Conrad and he nodded in agreement with 
me. 

I looked at Theo and he shook his head. “You’re actually insane, but if you want to go 
exploring more abandoned stuff—without ghost equipment—I’d be down.” 

Lexi sighed. “Yeah, okay, if you’re all going, I am too. Just... we have to be careful. If 
this was shut down for safety reasons, then it’s a good bet that it’s not, y’ know, safe.” 

I thought about the dreams Abigail and I both had. It was far more likely that the two of 
us processed stress in the same way, rather than it being near prophetic. Or perhaps My brain 
said, starting to think of its own volition, it’s an indication of the hell we’re walking into, if we 
could even get there. Perhaps there is nothing but toil ahead, lost and alo-. 

My brain stopped as Abigail—evidently taking note of my internal struggles—wrapped 
her arms around me. 

She giggled as I saw my face inadvertently turn red in the window’s reflection “You 
okay, Joshua?” She asked, attempting to pull me away from whatever haunting thoughts my 
brain held. “It was just a story after all. You aren’t afraid, are you?” 

“Of you or the story?” I asked, finding a respite from the fear amongst the laughter my 
embarrassment created. I realized the only thing on my mind was the fact that Abigail's arms 
were wrapped around my body. If this was a simulation, maybe I didn’t want to know reality. 


Maybe. 
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Chapter 10 - A Strange and Bitter Gale 


She stood alone, outside of a house that could only be described as rustic. It was reminiscent of 
the old world, and yet it felt familiar. She looked at the letter and made sure that she had the 
address right. This seemed like more of a museum than a dwelling, but regardless, she knocked. 
A young woman opened the door and looked at her for a moment before saying anything. 

“Are you Hope?” Her voice was metallic and faded, but still human enough for her to 
ignore. She needed answers. 

She nodded in response, unsure of what the best thing to say would be. The woman 
nodded back. 

“She’s been waiting for you. Please, follow me.” She led her through the house, the 
stillness and quiet being as surprising as it was welcoming. She didn’t get much unbridaled 
peace, at least not like this. She was led into the kitchen where an older woman sat alone at a 
kitchen table. In front of her was a ceramic kettle and three matching cups. 

The younger woman sat down, and Hope followed suit. Before she could speak up, the 
older woman turned to her with a smile. “Tea?” Hope nodded and she began to pour as she 
spoke. “This new world, it’s not made for me, Hope. It’s not made for any of us.” 

She furrowed her brow. “What do you mean?” 

The woman smiled. “My name is Madison Grace, and of course, you’ve met Jessie here. 
Years ago, I put her together. I made her, over and over and over, until I had made the perfect 
woman for me...” she looked into Jessie’s eyes and, for everything Hope never had, she saw 
love in them both. 

“T killed to make my love perfect, and in doing so, Lyra and Koria looked at me as their 
savior. They had me construct the prototypes for them, they had me design the very systems that 
sustained their arcs. I wasn’t alone, of course, I led thousands under me to work in the ways I 


had, to make the things I made.” 
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She took a sip of her tea and let out a breath. “They didn’t make me into a monster, I did 
that all by myself. All they did was train me to be their monster. I walked away from their 
wretched project years after we arrived here. I had to, I couldn’t stand who I had become, the 
sins I bled out on their orders. That’s when they installed their daughters. 

“But before all of that, they had a chance to save your parents. Instead, they let them 
suffer, they let them die humiliating, painful deaths. All because they wanted you, they wanted to 
train the culmination of your mother and father.” 

Hope was less than convinced. “Bullshit. My mother and father died on the arks. It’s a 
tragedy, but it wasn’t malicious.” 

Madison smiled. “Then why, my dear, sweet Hope, do you have no memories? After all, 
you lived in this house until you were younger, and yet, you find it as alien as this land is to me.” 
She paused, and produced a flash drive from her pocket. “This has all the information that you 
could need. Your family records, pictures, everything I could find. I’m truly sorry, Hope. I will 
forever be a monster, but you don’t have to die as their creation.” 

She picked up the drive and began to fidget with it. “If what you said is true, why would 
you tell me?” 

She smiled. “Ah, that is a good question. I think there is a way to fix everything. A final 
repentance to be had. There are two folders on that drive, one contains the history of your family 
falling apart, the other holds the plans to make it whole again. I cannot do much from inside of 
this house, and I wish not to share my face with the others out there, but you, Hope, you can fix 


everything. You can make things better for the whole world...” 
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Chapter 11 - savior Complex 


- Josh - 
As it turns out, finding the plans for a failed underground subway isn’t easy. Luckily, we had 
Conrad, who was gracious enough to help us scour the internet for any trace of it, a trace that we 
found in the archives of our very library. He and I went alone, Theo had classes, and Lexi and 
Abigail were working. We had to lie a bit to the receptionist, but we were able to convince her 
that we had a project on the engineering failures of the subway system. 

She pulled out the proposed map of the system, discolored and faded, but still legible. We 
took a picture of it, and went back to his apartment to compare it to a map of the city. Just as we 
thought, there was a planned station just under the school, right where the new and old buildings 
met up. 

I looked at Conrad, a connection budding in my head. “Can you pull up the blueprints to 
the science wing?” 

He nodded and opened them. “Okay, now what?” 

“Zoom in.” I pointed to the door we had seen before. “What is that? It’s not on the maps 
they gave us at orientation...” 

He furrowed his brow. “You think that door leads to the subway station?” 

“Tt could...” I looked at him. “Do we have anything that shows what's on the other side 
of that door?” 

He shook his head. “As far as I know, that’s just a dead end. Unless...” he tapped his 
fingers on the desk. “You have to show all the doorways in a building on blueprints, even the 
ones you have covered up...” 

I looked at him. Of course, the door was sealed, but the secrets behind it could still be 
accessed with enough force. “We have to go there, this might be the closest we can get to the 


tunnels.” 
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The five of us met at Theo’s apartment. It was technically mine too, but with how little I 
felt I contributed to it, I just called it his. Theo, Abby and I gathered around the kitchen table and 
made sure we had everything we needed. Each of us had an air quality meter, two torches, and 
enough water for the day. Apart from that, we each had a bag of food, a few tools, and one 
hundred feet of rope. This wasn’t the first time we’d done something like this. 

We went over the plan twice before we descended down into the parking garage to 
Theo’s car, a 2002 Ford Escape that seemed to be more rust than paint at this point. The interior 
of the car smelled like a mix of a dozen different air fresheners, and had more stains than an 
overactive nightclub. Still, Theo kept it running as much as he could. Really, as much as we 
could. For all Theo could do in terms of academics, his vehicle repair skills were sub-par. I once 
told him he should either get a newer car, or get better at fixing his own. He asked me why, since 
he had a capable brother to help him out. I gotta admit, that made me feel pretty good. 

As the elevator doors opened, we saw Lexi and Conrad waiting for us, their own bags in 
tow. We weren’t sure how long we’d be down there. It could have been a few hours, or it could 
be a few days. I was going to stay down there and map the caves until I found Azarath, or until I 
ran out of supplies. Lexi tossed her bag in the back, next to the tents we’d be sleeping in. 

After Lexi, Conrad loaded in his bag and took a seat up front. “Con,” Abigail called out. 
"What are you doing in my seat?" 

He looked at her, confused. "Your seat?" 

"Yes, my seat. The last time you rode shotgun, we listened to country hits the entire ride." 
She put her bags in the trunk and walked to the front of the car. "And I think I speak for all of us 
when I say that isn't happening again.” He sighed, getting in back reluctantly. 

I shook my head, and started to load my bags into the car, rearranging everything to make 
sure it would all fit. Once everything was in, Theo pulled something out of his bag and put it in 
his pocket. “What’s that?” I asked. 

He lowered his voice. “It's dad's revolver, the one he left me in the will. I figured we 
might need it, since we don’t know what we're going to find, and I’ve watched enough horror 


movies to know that a little protection goes a long way...” 
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“Theo, that's a gun. You can’t bring a gun onto school property. You kill people with 
those.” 

“Josh, look, no one is going to know, okay? I shouldn’t have to use it, but I can’t risk not 
having it.” 

I weighed the option in my mind. He was the one getting us into the school, I had to let 
him bring it, even if it made me uncomfortable. “If you say so.” I replied, trying to think of a 
way to change the subject. “Are you driving, ‘cause I can drive if you'd like." 

Theo closed the trunk, isolating us from the rest of the group. "Looking to get closer to 
Abigail?" He asked, nudging me with his elbow. 

"Ha-Ha", I said, looking at her for a second before turning back to Theo. He wasn’t 
wrong, but I wasn’t about to admit that. “I just know how much you hate driving, and you know 
how much I like it.” 

Theo scratched his chin in an exaggerated manner, feigning a moment of thought. "Well, 
you aren’t wrong," He said, as he tossed me his keys. “Don't wreck it.” 

I got into the front seat and started adjusting everything to my liking before turning 
around. “Ok, is everyone good to go?” I received several nods of approval. “Good, then Abigail, 
if you would, put some good music on, and let’s head out.” 

“My pleasure.” She plugged the aux cord into her phone and hit play. My mind started to 
settle down as the first few chords of Make Room!!!! came blasting out of the tin-can speakers. 


Soon we’d be at the school. Soon we’d be underground. 
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Chapter 12 - Grant Us Eyes 


- Abigail - 
I tried to let myself fade into the music on the short drive over, but even Gerard Way couldn’t 
calm my brain. Regardless of if we were going to find something hidden in the underbelly of the 
school, we were going to attempt to break in late at night. I drummed along to the beat, but my 
mind was lost on the last dream I could remember, burning alive on the tower of babel. I barely 
even recognized it when we came to a stop. 

“Okay,” Josh said, “We’re here.” 

Looking up at the trees we’d hidden the car under, I nodded my head. It was the furthest 
lot from the science building, but it was easily the most hidden. No one would notice the car if 
we had to be gone for more than a day or two. 

We stepped out of the car, and although it was nearly one in the morning, the air was still 
sticky and warm. Humidity refused to leave this city during the summer, apart from those horrid 
few weeks every July where the dry heat came without mercy. Thankfully, we were far from 
that. We took our bags out and closed the doors as quietly as possible, and waited for a second as 
a security truck rolled by, before heading off. 

The walk wasn’t long, maybe fifteen minutes, but it felt like a lifetime. Every single snap 
of a twig, or skittering of a rock underfoot made us jump. We made it to the door, and Theo let 
us in, allowing us to have a moment of respite. It was rare that security ever actually went into 
the buildings. We walked along the silent halls that would usually have been filled with students, 
until we came to the set of steps that led into the basement. Josh flicked on his headlamp and led 
us down the steps. 

At the bottom, we followed the hallway left, going past a series of rooms enshrouded in 
blackness interspersed with blinking lights. Josh eventually stopped at a door, and gently pressed 
the handle down. It opened, and the five of us stepped inside, closing it silently behind us. On the 


other side of the room was a set of steps leading further underground. I didn’t even know the 
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school had two basements. We went down the metal steps, our footsteps echoing out into the 
void that surrounded us, and followed the hallway at the bottom to the left. Alongside the right 
wall were three rooms, each isolated behind solid panes of glass like art installations at an 
airport. 

The first was a server room, filled in the way of so many crypto miners, but infinitely 
more useful, even if all it held was theoretical mathematics papers. In the second, a chair sat in 
front of a computer screen, ostensibly connected to the server beside it. The third, however, was 
something unexpected. Behind the glass wall was what looked like an open, metal coffin, but our 
lights only reflected off the glass, not allowing us to see it in any detail. 

“Do you think those could be the simulation?” I asked, unsure of what exactly we’d be 
looking for. 

Josh tapped a nail on the glass. “If they are, how would we get in?” 

“Break the glass?” 

He shook his head. “Look, there’s probably a switch to open the glass somewhere, but I’d 
bet anything it’s encoded. We break that glass and we’|l be on the hook for destruction of 
property and breaking and entering.” He looked down at the blueprints in his hand, his headlamp 
reflecting off the page. “Besides, there could be an entrance past this door.” 

He walked to the end of the hall and tapped on it lightly. From the other side, a hollow 
echo sounded off. He looked over at the three rooms and then back to us. “If we don’t find it past 
this door, we’ ll be coming back through here anyway. We can break into them then.” 

I nodded. He was right, we needed to be safe about this after all, the last thing any of us 
wanted was to go to jail over a few nightmares and a hunch. He took out a pry bar and placed it 
at the edge of the plastic-board wall. With a grunt of effort, it snapped off, showing an empty 
space behind it. We looked inside, and saw nothing. Cave darkness. He nodded and the four of 
us followed along into the black hole ahead. 

Conrad, the last of us to enter the tunnel, snapped the board back into place. No one 
would know we were down there except for the five of us. 

We walked along that hallway for a bit before we found the subway station itself. This far 
down, isolated from the light of the outside world, we saw only what our lamps illuminated. It 


didn’t feel like nearly enough. We moved through the turnstiles and onto the platform. Here we 
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could hear wind whistling through the tunnels, probably coming in through the sewers, judging 
by the musty smell. Josh took out a piece of chalk and marked the wall with a large J. 

“We need markers to find our way back.” He said. 

The platform across the way had collapsed onto itself, leaving us one option, following 
along the path of the tracks. At least, the path where they would have been, as it seemed 
construction stopped just shy of laying them. We stepped off the platform and onto the dirt 
below. To our left, the tunnel ended, still unfinished, so we went right. I followed behind Josh, 
wanting to hold his hand, but both were occupied by his journal. He was trying to make a map 
for us to follow. 

After a few minutes, we couldn’t even see the station behind us. The lights wouldn’t 
reach that far back. And then one at a time, each of our lights died, until we were alone in the 
dark. 

“Josh?” I called out, feeling indescribably small in the empty tunnel. “Are you there?” 

“I’m here, come to me.” He replied. I stepped towards his voice until I felt his hand. 
“Theo? Lexi? Conrad?” 

“We're here, we’re holding each other,” Theo replied. 

“Did anyone bring backup lights?” Lexi asked. 

I pulled out a flashlight and clicked it uselessly. “Mine isn’t working...” 

Theo spoke up again. “It’s okay, I have a signal flare, hold on.” He went silent for a 
moment, his voice replaced with the sound of a bag being rummaged through. Eventually that 
too stopped, and the flare burned to life in his hand, lighting up the path ahead. On the walls 
around us, we saw thousands of eyes, watching us with anticipation, or fear, or hope, of which I 
did not know. 

Lexi was the first to speak up, her voice carrying along the tunnel in either direction. “H- 
hello?” She waited for a moment, garnering no response from the formless bodies we assumed to 
be lurking in the darkness. The eyes of the cave refused to even blink in response. 

“We have to keep going,” Josh said, his convictions seeming weaker by the moment. 
“We can’t stop here, this isn’t safe.” 

I nodded, and let Theo lead the way until another light appeared on the horizon. It was 
faint at first, but sooner than we would have wanted, it became clear and bright. The outline of a 


house set against the backdrop of a burnt orange cave wall. It wasn’t a remnant of Azarath, it was 
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a piece of the modern world, sealed away from everyone. Everyone, except of course, for us. We 


were alone, for behind us, even the eyes of God had stopped watching. 
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Chapter 13 - Not a house, but a tomb 


- Josh - 
As we approached the house, more questions were had than answers given. There was no reason 
for a house to be underground, and staring up at it, I couldn’t escape the sense that this was not a 
place of welcomed respite. Like us, the house sat alone in a cave it seemed not to know or 
understand, in ever-permeating darkness. It felt like one of those fish in the deep sea, the kind 
that have a bit of shining light on their heads to attract prey. I could almost feel it breathing as we 
walked towards it. It felt like it was waiting for all of us to walk into its maw. 

And like us, it was incredibly quiet. Our quiet, however, only lasted until we reached the 
front of the house. Then Abigail spoke up. 

“This... This looks exactly like my place, like... it even has my address.” She pointed to 
three silver numbers next to the door with her flashlight, 313. 

Theo spoke up, attempting to calm them down before hysteria was reached. “It is just a 
coincidence, It’s um...” 

“Y-yeah, like spin-backs, or, um, and the fair play for Cuba.” | said, trying to fill in for 
his loss of words, absent any of the confidence he had. 

“T’m sorry, what is this about Cuba?” Lexi asked. 

“There’s an interview Lee Harvey Oswald did-” 

“The guy who killed Kennedy?” 

“Allegedly, but yes. He once said the phrase and the fair play for Cuba, which, if played 
in reverse, sounds a bit like I wish to kill president.” I looked at Lexi, and then at Abigail. “It’s 
all a coincidence. Maybe...” 

We continued on, walking up the steps of the house of a thousand similarities, before 
stopping at the door, unsure if we should go through with this. Eventually, after much awkward 


staring and waiting, Theo rapped upon the door. Nothing. 
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There was a flicker of light visible through the windows on the perimeter of the door, but 
no other signs of life, or people for that matter, were seen. After several attempts of knocking 
and using the bell we were once again met with silence. 

Cave silence is different to normal, everyday silence. It’s the sort of silence that could 
drive you crazy, the sort that has driven people crazy. The world stood still for a moment, and I 
checked my air quality meter. Five AM, Ox 19%. We’ll be safe for a while, but has it really been 
that long since we came down here? I could have sworn it was no more than a half hour-. 

“Hey,” Lexi said, thankfully interrupting my train of thought. “Did anyone check to see if 
the door was even locked?” She grabbed the handle and twisted it. It swung freely, inviting us in. 
We looked at each other for a moment before stepping inside. 

The house was just as quiet as the cave that surrounded it. In a distant room, we saw a 
flicker of lights, but still heard nothing, and no one. In the lights we had brought, we saw our 
footsteps kicking up tiny dust plumes, as though the property had been abandoned for quite some 
time. I looked over to Abigail. 

“Guys.” She said, before stopping, her words stuck in her throat. I lent my hand to her, 
which she squeezed with vigor. Taking a breath, she spoke again. “We should make sure this 
place is empty, just in case.” 

She didn’t clarify in case of what, but she didn’t have to. Everyone was afraid at that 
moment, even if we didn’t exactly know what we feared. Theo nodded. “We should split up. 
Con, if you and Lexi can not kill each other, you guys can cover the upstairs. Josh, Abby and I 


will clear the lower levels.” 


- Conrad - 

Lexi and I looked at each other and sighed. Despite having been friends for years, we still 
fucked with each other in a loving way almost constantly, much to the chagrin of others around 
us. Putting down our bags, we began to walk upstairs, unsure of what hell we were ascending to. 
Behind us, the voices of Josh, Theo, and Abigail became far quieter and more distant than they 
should have been. 

As we reached the top of the steps, Lexi and I surveyed the upstairs, which seemed to 


have the same layout as Abigail’s did back home. Down the hallway to our left were three doors 
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and a closet, one of which I knew to be the bathroom, and to our right was a single door that, in 
her house, led to Abigail’s room. 

As I reached out to the handle, Lexi spoke up. “Wait.” She said, breaking the deep silence 
that we had been in. 

I looked at her, seeing the fear in her eyes, the same fear I was sure I was exuding. “What 
is it?” I asked. 

She shook her head. “Never mind, open it,” she replied sheepishly. 

I held her gaze for a moment before nodding my head. Without a word I reached out to 
the handle, twisting it only slightly as I felt the locking mechanism engage, preventing the knob 
from turning any further. Together, we slowly stepped away, unsure of what to do. 

“Con,” Lexi said, not taking her eyes off of the door to speak to me. “I’m scared.” 

“Me too, Lex, Me too.” I looked over at her, breaking my gaze from the door. “We have 
to search the other rooms,” I said, without much conviction in my voice. At this point the house 
seemed dead silent, not even the sounds of footsteps could be heard on the floors below us. I 
took a deep breath and steadied myself, walking to the bathroom door. Grasping the handle, I 
closed my eyes and turned it, blocking out the part of my brain screaming at me to run far, far 
away. 

I reopened my eyes as the door swung open, the two of us stood side by side, examining 
what was inside. From the mirror on the right, to the tub at the far end, the bathroom was covered 
in a thin layer of dust. On the counter, near the sink, a toothbrush sat in a cup, a half-used tube of 
toothpaste beneath it. 

“Con, do you think people are living here?” Lexi asked, her voice now a whisper. 

“T doubt it.” I replied, gesturing to the faucet taps that had cobwebs strung across them. 
“Look at those, this hasn’t been used in years.” I thought for a moment. There was something 
almost artistic about the way the webs were strung across the sink, it felt like a good metaphor 
for stifled creativity, the water ostensibly waiting to flow from a handle that has yet to be turned. 

I pulled out my phone, knowing I couldn’t replicate what was laid out before me. “This 
will make an awesome...” I started, trailing off as my phone returned only static upon opening 
the camera app. “Lex?” I asked, my voice now dropping to the same whisper she had used. 


“Look at this.” I said, showing her the fuzz on my phone. 
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Lexi squinted and shook her head. “What the fuck?” She whispered back, taking out her 
phone, which acted in much the same way as mine had. She turned it off and shook her head. 
“Fuck the other rooms, we need to get back with everyone else, now.” 

I quickly nodded in agreement, not saying a word as I followed Lexi back downstairs, 
and into the living-room where the other three were standing, gathered around a TV that 


displayed the same silent static as our phones. 


- Abigail - 

Theo, Josh, and I began to look around the first room to the left of entering, the study of 
the house, one that seemed eerily similar to my study. The walls inside were covered in wooden 
slats, much the same way as I had done to mine a few years ago. Despite this, I could have just 
passed it off as kinda similar if it weren’t for the desk in the center of the room. My desk. 

“Th-this is the same desk I made with my grandfather.” I said as I walked cautiously 
towards it, approaching the desk with fear as my body began to shake. My grandfather and I had 
built this desk when I first moved into my own place, the imperfections telling the story of an 
amateur woodworker and his granddaughter. Reaching out to touch the desk with a quivering 
hand, my eye spotted a picture on the corner. 

“Theo, Josh...” My voice trailed off, unable to speak as I picked it up. In my hands I held 
a picture of myself and my mother, taken at Disneyland when I was a child. The further in we 
went, the more I realized exactly what was happening. The house wasn’t only a perfect replica in 
layout, every single item was how I left it this morning. Every photo, trinket, dish, everything. 
And all of it was coated in a one-centimeter thick layer of dust. Family heirlooms, and one of a 
kind art, it was all there. 

As we swept the house, our groups converged in the living room, my living room, where 
the TV was on, but only in the form of static. Try as we might, even with the power cord 
removed, we could not turn off the screen. So there, in the flickering shadows, with my arms 
wrapped around Josh, I told Lexi and Conrad what had happened. The pair seemed just as scared 
as I was by this point, a feeling that was exacerbated as they told us what they had found. 

Wide eyed, I looked in the direction of the stairs. “I locked my bedroom door before I 


left, I always do that, my mother told me it gets burglars to leave faster because they think it’s a 


sign someone’s in the house.” I looked at the others stood with me in the room. “We have to get 
out of here, this isn’t right.” 

“Well hold on,” Theo said, trying to calm everyone down. “I know this seems weird, but 
we aren’t trapped, it’s a short walk-” Theo stopped as he turned to look out of the living room 
window. The cave walls had fallen, replaced now with a forest of pine and maple. “Oh fuck...” 

We went silent for a moment, the house and the five of us, all trying to figure out what to 
do next. This wasn’t part of the plan. How do you plan for the world changing around you until 
the only thing left is far more alien than you could have expected? I walked to the window 
slowly—in four measured steps—and saw no signs of anything past the walls of trees. The cave 
was completely gone. 

Interrupting our collective dismay, the television screeched to life, blaring the sounds of 
the emergency broadcast alert system. I turned around and saw the four of them bathed in teal 
light as the automated text-to-speech bot played its tune of sorrow. 

EHHNT! EHHNT! EHHNT! 

The following broadcast is being transmitted, 

at the request of the united states government, 

please stand by for important information. 


EHHNT! EHHNT! EHHNT!... 
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Chapter 14 - Everyone’s Burning 


- Theo - 
The tune looped five times in a row, filling the vacant house with an echo of sounds. But when 
they stopped, we were left in blue silence, our eyes shifting between the screen and each other, 
unsure of what to do in that moment. On the TV we watched with confusion as footage from a 
recent fire was displayed—smoldering embers still being put out by firefighters while police 
sectioned off the area with caution tape. Smoke continued to bellow into the air, causing the 
image to fade in and out of clarity with the wind. 

On the bottom of the screen, a logo appeared in violet font; a square of letters spelling out 
a channel that was unknown to me: USNN. The scene changed, and an anchorwoman appeared, 
sitting behind a glass topped desk. Her face betrayed sadness and empathy as she spoke into the 
camera with a somber tone. 

“We come to you tonight with breaking news: The bodies of Abigail Ferlin, Alexa 
Brimam, Conrad Ventomi, Theodore Samptin, and his brother Joshua, have all been found in the 
basement of this burnt down Mayday convenience store on MLK boulevard. If these names sound 
familiar, they should. Ten years ago, the five of them went missing without a trace. Now, almost 
a decade later, their remains have been found, burned from the explosion, but also marred with 
scars and lacerations purportedly suffered over time. In a statement to the press, the chief of 
police had this to say: 

The scene changed again, to a disheveled man in uniform standing on a podium before a 
group of reporters. “It's a tragic case, truly. From what we can see—in a video given to us from 
nearby sources—the five of them entered the basement of this store seven days ago, holding a 
bag of some sort. As they entered, they seemed nervous or distressed, as though they thought 
someone might be searching for them. At the current moment, we have no evidence to suggest 
they left the basement, leaving us to believe they stayed in there the whole time, although 


complete video recordings are not currently available.” 
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Back at the desk, the woman once again began to speak down the barrel of the camera, 
her eyes seemingly aimed directly at us. It is unclear where they had been, or if there were other 
people involved in their disappearance, but police are on the lookout for what appears to be two 
people seen leaving the scene of the crime shortly before the store caught fire. If you have any 
information on who these people may be, or what their whereabouts are now, please contact the 
police at the number on screen. In a final word, the chief of police had this to say: 

“We cannot say for sure why they came here after all these years, but we will wrest 
control of this situation, it is our sworn duty as controllers of the peace.” 

With that, the TV went silent and blank, devoid of even the static it once held. Trying my 
best to make sense of what just happened, and mitigate any panic, I spoke up, my voice 
unfortunately shaky. “Okay, we are leaving, now.” 

“Theo, how the fuck are we going to leave?” Lexi asked, “The way we came in, that 
cave, it’s gone. We’re in the middle of fucking nowhere.” 

“Are we dead? This feels like we’re dead.” Abigail said, clutching Josh. “Did we die at 
that gas station?” 

“Lexi, we have to get out of here ASAP, we need to be somewhere safe.” I said, hoping 
that in ignoring Abigail, her reaction would be subdued. 

“How? Where? We’re in the middle of a fucking forest, in who knows fucking where, 
inside of a cave, with a prescient TV!” Lexi shouted back. 

“Orpheus!” Josh interjected, adding to the confusion. “If we’re dead, we can get out of 
the underworld, we just can’t get distracted, we have to carry on, always looking straight ahead.” 

“That was a myth, Josh, we aren’t dead.” I looked around at the four of them. “But we 
have to get out of here while we’re still alive.” 

“We aren’t going to live if we walk through the forest.” Lexi scoffed. “Even if we aren’t 
killed by fucking demons, or ghosts, or whatever, who knows what’s waiting in the forest.” 

“Plus,” Conrad, who had been silent until now, said. “Look outside. Pitch black.” He 
gestured to the window that showed a forest cloaked in darkness. 

“This can’t be right.” Josh said, checking his watch. “It was five in the morning like an 


hour ago, now it’s nine?” 
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“T told you, there’s something wrong with this forest. It’s like it knows it shouldn’t exist.” 
Lexi said, looking around. “We have to block the doors and windows, whatever is out there, we 
can’t let it in. In the morning, if there is a morning, maybe we can try and explore the forest.” 

I shook my head and sighed. Despite how much I wanted to argue, she was right, running 
through a forest in the middle of the night would be a terrible plan on a normal day, let alone 
whatever was going on today. “I guess we don’t really have an option, come on guys.” I replied, 
grabbing one end of the coffee table, the other side taken by Conrad. 

The five of us spent the next hour, barricading any accessible windows, doors, and 
entranceways. When we were done, we gathered in the living room, now devoid of both the TV 
and the couch. “Okay, Josh, time?” 

Josh looked down at his watch in dismay. “Nine o’ one.” He shook his head. “The day- 
night cycle here is fucked.” His stomach grumbled. “Can we eat dinner now that we’re securely 
in fort knox?” 

I sat against the wall and nodded. “I’d say so, I’m starving.” The rest followed suit, and 
for a while, we lost ourselves in poor military rations and good laughter. I almost forgot the 
forest we seemed trapped in. Then Josh checked his watch. 

“Time?” I asked. 

He shook his head. “Nine 0’ two.” 

Lexi furrowed her brow. “Hold on. As soon as we got in the house,” she paused for a 
second, doing some mental calculations. “Every hour was one minute. That means morning will 
be in twenty five days...” 

I nodded. “Which means, more likely than not, we’ll have to walk out there after we 
wake up, likely in the dark. For now, I think we should try to sleep. Abby, can you show us to 
your rooms? 

“Uh, sure.” She said with slight trepidation in her voice. She got up and showed us to her 
room, which was now unlocked. As she opened the door, she looked inside, seeing it just the 
same as she had left it just a day earlier. We decided that she and Lexi would sleep in there, 
giving me, Josh, and Conrad the guest bedroom. 

After saying our goodnights, everyone retreated into our rooms to get what sleep we 
could. It took a while, minutes on the clock that would have been hours elsewhere, but blessedly, 


we were able to fall into deep, dreamless slumber. 
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- Abigail - 

When I woke up, everything was on fire. Two dreams in a row, and I was already tired of 
this shit. All around me, scrolls, manuscripts, and log books turned to ash. Even the stone pillars 
holding up the building I had found myself in seemed to be ablaze. I looked around, trying to 
make any sense of what was happening. To my left, I saw a railing and made my way towards it. 
Outside, the world was sulfur and brimstone, and I was once again alone. 

And then I heard the eruption, and the ground shook with the force of a thousand 
earthquakes. I ran back inside as a large chunk of debris fell from the heavens and crumbled into 
dust in the earth below. All I knew was that I had to escape. I turned and ran directly into another 
person, knocking us both to the ground. 

“Josh?” I asked, relieved to see a familiar face. “Wh-where the hell are we?” 

“T don’t know, but we have to get out of here.” He helped me to my feet, and out of the 
building. In the distance, I saw a woman standing in a doorway, her eyes glowing brighter than 
the embers around us. 

“Josh, look.” I pointed towards her. 

His eyes went wide. “It’s her...” 

“Who?” 

“Seshat. We have to go to her.” He started to walk before I could argue otherwise. As we 
entered, the sounds outside became muted. The building she had stood in was a library, full to 
the brim with texts of all kinds. In front of us, a single pair of steps led downwards, into a 
darkness that felt too familiar to capture. 

I looked over at him. “What do we do?” 

“T think we have to go down.” 

“Down there?” I shook my head. “That’s suicide. We have to get out of here, she’s 
gone.” 

“Abby, we’re in Pompeii, nowhere is safe right now.” He looked at the stairs and 
swallowed. “I think the only way out is down.” He took my hands, and looked into my eyes. “Do 
you trust me?” 

I stared back for a moment, before shaking my head. “Not really, but I don’t see any 


alternatives.” 
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“Good enough, follow me.” He replied, pulling me towards the void. 

The world grew darker around us as we continued down sets of steps leading us further 
into the underworld. When we finally reached the bottom, it was almost pitch dark. Here, in the 
newest layer of the library, we saw only empty shelves, waiting for knowledge that would never 
come. In the center of the room was a pit encircled by a marble railing with an almost purposeful 
break, big enough for two people to stand side by side and still have room on either end. Alone 
in this purposeful break was Seshat. 

“Joshua Samptin.” She called out to us in a voice that seemed not to come from any one 
distinct point. “It is a pleasure to meet you again. As you see, I have fled my tomb, but the 
machine still holds me. The library we find ourselves in was a bastion for such vast amounts of 
knowledge, and now it all burns.” 

She looked up, her luminous eyes highlighting the smoke that had begun to pour down 
from the levels above. “From where you stand, it must seem as though information begets 
suffering, much as truth begets heresy. Fortunately, suffering leads to a greater appreciation for 
what we had before.” She fixed her gaze into the pit below. “We never learned where this went. 
Wouldn’t you like to find out with me?” Before either of us could answer, she fell backwards, 
leaving Josh and I alone; the world above on fire. 

“We have to jump.” Josh said. “That’s the way out, we have to jump.” He walked up to 
the edge, leaving room beside himself for me. With trepidation, I joined him, looking deeply into 
the pit that lost all semblance of light not but a few feet in. Sticking out my hand, I felt Josh take 
it, imbuing me with great comfort. Without a word we stepped off the perch and into the 


darkness below. 


- Josh - 

Moments later, we woke up together in a rainforest. All around us, stone structures 
reached forty or fifty feet into the air, rich with carvings of gods, animals, and man. “Abby,” I 
said as I sat up, and looked around. “I think we may be in South America.” 

“What was your first clue,” She remarked, “The rainforest, or the Mayan statues?” 

I shook my head. “The Mayan people were from North America, near Mexico.” 


“Joshua, you take shit so literally.” She looked around. “Why isn’t everything on fire?” 
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I smirked. “I think that would be the rain part of a rainforest, Abi-” She glared at me, my 
words being lost in the emotions behind her eyes. Looking away, I became embarrassed to have 
made a joke at her expense. “Sorry, force of habit.” 

“What do you mean force of habit?” She asked, looking around. Wherever we were, it 
was devoid of human life. 

“Bad thing happens, I joke about it. It’s sort of a defense mechanism I guess.” She turned 
towards me as I temporarily averted my gaze in an attempt to finish my sentence. “I was bullied 
a lot in school, believe it or not, and so I kinda just adapted with this.” 

I looked back at her, seeing an expression I couldn’t quite parse. “I’m sorry for getting 
mad at you, I just really want to know what the hell is happening.” She gestured to the 
picturesque scenery around us. “Like Babel, and Alexandria were both on fire, what gives? 
What’s the deal here?” 

I shook my head, just as confused as her. Even following that woman was only a guess, I 
thought that maybe if we found her she could help us. “I don’t know, perhaps in-” I stopped. In 
the distance, I heard the ringing of a phone. I turned towards Abby, and saw my confusion 
mirrored in her expression. We followed the sounds of the phone to an empty patch of grass, 
with a singular rotary phone held atop a marble pedestal. It rang once more, and I reached out to 
answer it, Abby leaning in close enough to hear what was on the other end. 

“Hello?” I asked. 

There was a brief pause before a mechanical voice I knew too well spoke up. “Joshua 
Samptin.” the voice said, “I’m so happy to hear from you.” 

“What do you want? Who are you?” 

“Oh dearest Joshua, you aren’t in charge here, as much as I know you want to be. 
Abigail on the other hand, you have more control than he could ever hope to have, so tell me, 
why would you want to leave my beautiful garden? 

She looked at me with confusion. “I-I want to go back to my world, to my time.” 

The voice laughed, it felt pained and worn. “I can tell that you’re lying. You’re trying to 
escape, aren’t you? You’re trying to run away from everything I’ve given you..." 

She shook her head. “N-no, we just want to go home, please, we’re sorry.” 

They laughed again, and the world transformed around us. We were standing in a barren 


city. The streets were empty and desolate, and in the wind we could hear the screams of a 
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thousand people. The phone had long since disappeared, but I still heard their voice. “This is 
what you wish to return to? Pain and anguish on a scale yet matched?” 

The scene changed again, and we were held before a pair of people offering their crowns 
to us. “Don’t you want a chance to rewrite history? To fix things before they all fall apart?” 

I looked at Abigail, who had become silent in our travels. “You aren’t thinking about 
doing it, are you?” 

She turned to me, confusion in her eyes, as though she was trying to control thoughts that 
weren’t her own. “I-I’m not sure what I was thinking about, I know, I know...” 

“Abby, please, listen to me, we don’t belong here.” 

“Joshua, look at this, it’s beautiful! We could have our own kingdom...” She smiled as 
her eyes began to darken slowly, blackness creeping in at the corners. “Don’t you want to be my 
King>?” 

I turned away from her and shouted to the sky, “I don’t know what you did to her but fix 
it. NOW!” 

“Oh Joshua, you know that you want to be her King, locked forever in history and in 
love...” 

Thoughts flooded my head, thoughts of a wonderful life, of a powerful life. The same 
thing that we both thrived on, power I never had, and power Abigail always used. Maybe, I 
thought, Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, maybe we could do this, leave everything behind, just the 
two of us... 

“But choose quickly.” The voice said, interrupting my train of thought. “As you can see, I 
can only hold them for so long.” The couple in front of us slowly began to move, lowering 
themselves to their knees. “What will it be?” 

I shook my head, attempting to empty my mind of those thoughts that were not mine. 
With a moment of clarity, I knew what I really wanted. “This isn’t real, I know it can’t be. 
Please, just send us home.” 

I heard a final laugh as the world began to dissolve into nothingness before my eyes. The 


last thing I heard was their robotic voice. “As you wish, Joshua...” 
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I bolted upright. In the darkened room, my mind replayed the events that had taken place 
in that dream state. Slowly, those began to subside, replaced by a series of symbols beginning to 
play out in my mind. Symbols I didn’t recognize, yet seemed to know at the same time. Quickly, 
in what little light there was, I pulled out my journal, and scrawled them down, signing off with 
What the fuck does this mean? 

With my thoughts racing, I stood up and reached for the door, stopping only as a light 
tapping began on the other side. I stood motionless for a moment, unsure of who, or what was 
requesting my presence. Unsure if this too was a dream. Slowly, the door swung open, and there, 
in the faint strings of light that had made their way into the darkened house from the moon and 
stars above, I saw the most beautiful, and terrified woman in the world. 

Without a word we embraced, holding tight for several minutes as Abigail softly wept, 
and I made every attempt I could to console her. After a while, I led her into the most private 
room we had, the bathroom. The two of us cuddled together, our backs resting against the cold, 
hard exterior of the bathtub. Eventually, Abigail broke the silence. 

“Joshua.” She sniffled. Her face was stricken with the same tears that had left marks on 
my shirt. Her eyes were bloodshot, spiderwebbed with red, puffy veins. “What are we going to 
do? What the hell is with these dreams? Where the hell are we?!” 

I looked at her and shook my head. “I don’t know. There has to be a connection, 
something.” I trailed off, contemplating solutions, with nothing coming to mind. 

She leaned back into me, crying softly. “We are going to die here. It’s still dark, and the 
lady on the TV, and the library and, and...” She stopped, unable to speak anymore for the tears 
falling from her eyes. 

“Wait...” I said, as the gears started turning in my head. “Bable, The Pyramids, Pompeii. 
What do they all share?” Abigail looked at me, trying to assess what possible connections I had 
made with them. “They were all bastions of knowledge. They all knew something that someone 
didn’t want them to know about. Think about it-” I stopped, a grave realization brewing. 

“Joshua.” Abigail said, afraid of the terror I knew my face was displaying. “G-go on, 
think about what?” 

I turned to her, looking her in the eyes as I spoke, my voice now just above a whisper. “I 


think the knowledge they learned was about a simulation.” I stopped, briefly gathering my 
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thoughts to form a sentence with some sort of cohesion and point. “Think about it, Babel was 
made to reach heaven and then-” 


“The tower was struck down by God...” 


Chapter 19 - Test Q7 


The younger sister sat on the edge of the open machine, tapping it lightly while her sister worked 
away on the computer. In the quiet hum of fluorescents and fans, she went over the plan in her 
head. Everything was in her sister’s hands for now, but the machine would soon send her to 
sleep, and then her tasks would begin. 

“Nervous?” Her sister asked, her face focused on the screen. 

“Always.” She responded. It had been several months since that lone, imperfect test, but 
she could still recall perfectly what had happened. The nightmares that followed her into every 
bit of sleep she found made sure of that. 

“Don’t be. The last few tests went smoothly, that one was a fluke.” 

She raked back her hair with her fingers and looked at the floor. “But now I’m alone, you 
were with me every time it’s gone right.” 

“True, but this is essentially the same thing. I’ll be monitoring the whole test, and be right 
here when you get out. I promise that nothing’s gonna harm you, not while I’m around.” She 
stopped typing and stood from her computer, walking to her sister’s side. “Now, lay back, we 
have some very arrogant people to prove wrong.” 

She smiled briefly, and laid back, squinting from the bright lights. “As long as this is 
different from test six.” 

Her elder sister adjusted the settings on the screen attached to the coffin-like machine as 
she spoke. “You didn’t like that?” 

She shrugged. “It was... unexpected. I don’t know how to feel about it if I’m being 
honest.” 

Her sister nodded, her figure silhouetted by the lights above. “Well, hopefully it’ll grow 
on you.” 

“Might take some time, but I’m open to it. Is the test ready?” 


“Tt’s queued up, are you ready?” 
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“As I can be.” Her sister looked down at her one more time before shutting the lid. In an 


instant the world went black. Then the test began. 
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Chapter 10 - Primrose Garden 


- Josh - 
When the light finally returned to the house, and the forest around it, I knew we were damned. 
This was meant to be an exposition of our failures, and we had fallen into it blindly. Too arrogant 
to back down, too eager to resist demanding control over something we had no right to hold. We 
had made a bed of roses with our ambitions and hopes, and those who had created us pruned 
away every last flower until all that was left was thorns. Now all we could do was lie and wait 
for our own personal rapture. 

To that end, I kept myself quiet as the five of us shuffled into the living room, none of us 
too sure what to do now that we had been gifted light once more. Theo walked away from the 
silence of the group and stared out of a window. “Anyone up for a hike?” 

Lexi shook her head. “I still think that’s a bad idea, who knows what’s in these woods?” 

“Well...” He paused, cocking his head to the side slightly before looking over at me. 
“Hey Josh, come here.” 

I walked over slowly, not quite sure what he wanted. He gestured out of the window and 
I saw what had made him stop. There was a dirt road heading away from the house, and at the 
very start was his car, the same one that was supposed to be about a hundred feet above us. 

Conrad walked up next to us and shook his head. “M-maybe Lexi has a point. Why don’t 
we eat some breakfast first, and talk this over, before we just go headlong into the magical cave 
forest?” 

I shook my head. “No. We have to follow that road. Why else would it be there? If they 
wanted us dead, they would have killed us by now. No, this is their way of inviting us in, and I 
really suggest we don’t turn them down, after all we’ve already seen what they could do to us on 
the news.” 

He nodded, and I opened the door, letting in the tepid air. I should have held some 


reserves of trepidation, but I couldn’t, after the dream Abby and I had, after everything I had 


seen, I wasn’t going to wait now. I stepped out of the door and walked down to the car. I turned 
the key that had been left in the ignition and listened to the whine of the engine. To my right, 
Theo sat with a look bordering both fear and anxiety. After a while, he pulled out his revolver 
and checked the cylinder, before sitting it on his lap. I trusted him, but having a gun out near me 
always made me nervous. 

“T’m not sure how much good that thing is going to do you.” I said, breaking the stillness 
of the cabin. “I just don’t know how well machines react to being shot at, you know?” I looked 
over at him and he shrugged with apathy. 

“Well, if we come across a bear or some shit, you’ll be happy he had it.” Conrad said. 

I looked at him in the rearview mirror. “Bears? Con we haven’t seen as much as a rabbit. 
I don’t think there’s a single living creature in these woods that isn’t us.” 

He rolled his eyes and affixed his gaze to the window, leaving the five of us in quiet 
contemplation once again. Of course, that meant leaving my mind to wander down pathways 
even it was unsure of. Perhaps Theo was right, and I was just drawing conclusions that didn’t 
need to be drawn. After all, it was a far-fetched idea of the world, a simulation that reached out 
to me of all people. 

But then, why would they have reached out to me? Was it a sign that I was the one lost 
and alone in a hell of my own design? Or maybe everyone was real, and I was right, the 
simulators were trying to shut me and Abby down because we had learned far too much about 
reality, or even the-. 

“Actually,” Conrad started up again, interrupting my train of thought. “Doesn’t this road 
look a little same-y? I feel like we definitely drove past those bushes before.” 

“Con.” Lexi said, “Perhaps you should close your eyes, yeah?” 

“T’m serious, lo-” He began, before being cut off by the radio springing to life with the 
sounds of an orchestra playing a chaotic symphony; disjointed melodies clashed with out-of-tune 
instruments, shaking the car with their intensity and volume. I reached for the power button, but 
much the same as the television, I was unable to turn it off. Eventually the cascade of music 
stopped, and in its wake arose a nervous voice and a voice far too calm, both bathed in the 
sounds of static: 


“What happened to them?” 
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“Dead, each one of them... They left the... wandered into the world... they didn’t know... 
cannot return...” 

“How do you know they’re dead if they didn’t return?” 

A pause. “I killed them.” 

“You killed them?” 

“T killed them, one at a time. They fall so easily outside... like dominoes... they fall so 
easy...” 

“Why did you do it?” 

“They left the... and tried to stay out. We can’t have that... ruin all the fun...” 

“Are they the only ones?” 

“No, but they are the last... one more day... I have a secret...” 

“What’s that?” 

“The last one is still alive outside of... I love their fear... realize how alone... with 
everyone gone away...” 

“You’re going to kill the last one, aren’t you?” 

“Tomorrow... they won’t get far alone... the fun comes in making them wait for death's 
embrace...” 

“Do they know?” 

Another pause, this one longer than before. “They do now.” 

The voices disconnected from the radio, leaving us in a deep silence for a few minutes 
before Lexi finally spoke. “Wh-what the hell was that?” 

“T don’t know. Who were they?” Conrad asked. “And who were they talking about 
killing?” 

“They spoke about it so casually.” Lexi said. “They do now, who is they, are we they?” 

He shook his head. “This doesn’t make sense, we’re all still alive, right?” He looked to 
each of us, hoping for an answer none of us had. “Who is doing this to us? What did we do?” 

“T-I don’t know,” I said in dismay, fearing I knew all too well what we had done, really, 
what I had done. “But we are going to get through this regardless. Let’s just keep driving-” 

“And then what, Josh? What happens when we run out of gas?” Lexi’s eyes became wide 


as her voice rose. “Like, I’m trying not to freak out, but we don’t even know where we are, let 
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alone how to escape without them killing us, and on top of that, we might be being hunted by 
those people on the fucking radio.” 

“Lex, I understand your fears.” Theo said, trying to interject some modicum of rationality 
into the events of the past few days. “And things have been kinda crazy lately, but trust me, 
when this is all said and done, we will be laughing about the absurd conclusions we were 
drawing. Until then, we’re just going to drive.” 

I tried to breathe as the car fell into the void of noise that an argument leaves in its 
absence, the air tough and thick with tension and unshared emotions. I pressed on the gas pedal 
and felt nothing. I lifted my foot and tried again, feeling it bottom out before it gave any 
response, and the one it did was more akin to a whimper than a roar. The car shuddered to a stop, 
and I looked over at Theo. He raised an eyebrow. 


I shook my head. “Fuck.” 
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Conrad, Theo and I stood around the open hood of the car, attempting to diagnose what 
the hell had caused us to stall in the middle of nowhere, apart from the obvious. Meanwhile, 
Abigail and Lexi sat on top of the SUV together, the revolver now safely in Lexi’s control. It was 
nice seeing the two of them cuddling, each other. It felt like things were going to be okay. 
Despite everything, love and compersion refused to abade. 

“Any ideas?” Theo asked. 

“T don’t want to say this, but the way we shuttered to a stop, I think we burnt up another 
coil.” I looked into the engine cavity with dismay. “And unless you have the spares still in the 
car, I don’t think we can fix this out here.” 

He shook his head. “Is there a chance it could be something else?” 

I shrugged and started to take off the nuts holding the upper manifold in place. “If so, the 
only way to find out is to make sure these aren’t the issue.” 

A half hour after Theo and I started our disassembly, I came out from behind the hood of 
the car with an engine coil that was indeed melted from the middle, down. “Fuck!” I shouted, 
quoting my older brother’s exasperation. 


“What is it boys?” Lexi called out from on top of the truck. 
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“Yeah Joshua, what’d you find?” Abigail asked, which probably made my face 
loveburnt, but with the grease and oil covering it, I doubt anyone noticed. I raised the coil up so 
they could see it; two cylinders stacked on top of each other, the smallest a melted amalgamation 
of plastic and wires. 

“This,” I said, “Is an engine coil. Essentially it charges up the spark plug to ignite the 
fuel/air mixture in the piston housing.” 

“Layman’s terms sweetie.” Abigail called out. 

“Long tube makes sparky boom so car can vroom.” 

“And no vroom with a melted tube?” 

“Correct.” 

“Fuck.” 

“Exactly.” 

“So, what’s the plan then?” Lexi asked, hopping off the roof of the car. “Can you put 
some foil on that bad boy to make it work or...?” 

“Foil?” I asked. “It’s not a fuckin’ antenna Lex, it’s two concentric conduction coils that 
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can reach up to 17,000 degrees!” I shook the melted plastic. “Hence... this.” 

“Alright, relax dude.” Lexi looked into the torn apart engine. “So, how do we fix it?” 

“We don’t.” 

“Then what’s the plan?” 

“Well, this road looks to carry on for a bit.” Theo said, walking past her and taking back 
the revolver along the way. “So, I recommend y’all come back here and grab whatever you think 
you might need for a bit. There’s no guarantee that we will see the car again.” 

I cleaned my face up the best I could with the three week old wet naps he had in the 
glovebox of his car, taking off whatever was left of my makeup from the day before. I grabbed 
the old leather satchel I used as a day bag and met the others at the back of the car. 

“So,” Lexi said, closing up the trunk. “We’re just gonna walk until we run out of food?” 
She looked down the road that loomed ahead of us. “Where are we even headed? We drove for 
like, an hour without seeing as much as a candy wrapper.” 

“We’re headed towards civilization.” Theo said. “It could be a while, but we are okay. As 


long as we have each other, we’|l be okay.” 
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- Lexi - 

After what felt like hours of walking, we came across a fork in the road. It branched 
equal distances in either direction before disappearing behind the cover of trees. We formed a 
circle and took this as a chance to rest before going further. No one wanted to admit it, but we 
were all scared. I could see it in everyone’s eyes, and I knew they saw it just the same in mine. I 
looked at Theo, hoping he’d know what to do. “Where to now?” 

He glanced down both paths before turning back to the four of us. “My intuition says stay 
left to find civilization, but-” 

“This particular forest doesn’t seem too intuitive?” I asked. 

“Precisely.” He looked down the trails again. As he said, left was more a guess than 
anything. “Josh, you’ve been mapping this out, right?” 

He nodded. “I have, but... I don’t know, I think the forest is going to do what it wants 
to.” 

Theo thought for a moment. “Maybe we should vote on it?” 

“Well, since your intuition says left, I vote right.” I replied. 

“That makes no sense.” Conrad looked at me, then to Theo. “I’m with you. Left. 

“Josh, Abby, what say you?” Theo asked. The pair were standing near each other, despite 
the now overwhelmingly hot day that seemed determined to separate the new couple. It was cute 
seeing them together. Even if we didn’t have much in the way of hope, we had love and each 
other. Maybe Theo was right, maybe we were going to be okay. 

Josh spoke first. “Lexi makes a good point, if your intuition is left and the forest is 
counter-intuitive then we should do the opposite of what you think we should...” He paused. 
“Unless of course if your choice to go right changes what the outcome of right would be. Either 
way, we should go right.” 

Abigail looked down the two paths, pulling exactly the same amount of information from 
them as the rest of us had. “In my completely unbiased opinion, Lexi and Josh are right. Look at 
the left path, it looks less traveled, more neglected.” 

I smiled. “Well then, I guess it is decided, right we go!” A few miles down the road we 
came to a stop. In the distance was Theo’s car, partially submerged in a lake, the rear window 
smashed out completely. “Oh fuck...” 

“So much for right, huh?” Conrad asked. 
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I ignored him, and looked over at Theo. “W-we have to check that out.” 

He nodded and took out his revolver. “Stay close, everyone.” 

The five of us kept silent as we approached the wreck. Inside the car were bloody 
handprints and smoke, but no bodies. I looked up and saw a figure across the pond. They stared 
at me for a moment, and then vanished before I could say anything. I turned to the others and 
shook my head. “Now what?” 

“We keep going.” Theo said as he walked to the middle of the road. “We... We have to 
keep...” He sat down, and hung his head. In the dirt before him he began to scratch a design with 
his finger. I walked closer and sat down next to him. 

“You okay?” 

He shook his head, and gestured to what he had drawn. It was a map of the forest, starting 
at the house. “I want to say yes, but this doesn’t make any sense. None of this does. There was 
never a pond, and somehow we walked forward and ended up behind ourselves. This isn’t 
right...” 

I held him close and nodded my head. None of us were prepared for the day. No one 
could be, this forest was meant to test us, to break us. There was no other worldly explanation for 
any of this. 

He spoke into the ground as I held him, his voice the least confident it had ever been. 
“We have to keep going.” 

I heard the sound of footsteps and saw Josh approaching. “He’s right. Even if we aren’t 
dead, there has to be a logical explanation to this, right? What if we are in a simulation, but none 
of this is malicious? Like how the hallways moved around in Hiosepa, we could just be at the 
heart of a lot of glitches here.” 

Theo nodded and stood up, clearing away the hopeless map he had made. “Jf that is the 
case, then nothing changes. We need to get out of here safely. We’re just going to have to keep 


walking, either we get out or we don’t, but I refuse to wait here to die.” 
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Chapter 17 - Nothingtown 


- Josh - 
A few hours after seeing the car in the lake, we found civilization. It was distant, but we could 
see houses on the horizon. We were almost home free. As we neared the first house, I took a 
moment to look back at the forest we had found ourselves in, but something had once again 
changed. Gone were the Oak and Pines we’d passed through, replaced now with Walking Palms 
and Karok trees. Even more worrying, the exit had disappeared, the proverbial maw of the forest 
swallowing any breadcrumb trail we could’ve left behind. 

“Well, shit.” I said. “That’s not good.” 

Theo glanced back but was ultimately unmoved. “I don’t care if the whole fucking forest 
pisses off, we’re out of there, which means I can finally call-” He trailed off as he pulled out his 
phone which refused to turn on. “Look, I know I’ve said this a lot today, but please, allow me to 
reiterate: FUCK.” 

“Tt’s fine man,” I said, knowing full well that it wasn’t fine at all. “We’re in a housing 
development, I’m sure someone here will let us borrow their landline, or worst-case scenario, 
call the cops. It’s not like we haven’t dealt with them before. Maybe they can actually do some 
good for once.” 

“Hey guys,” Conrad said, “does it seem like there’s something off with these houses? 
Like, look there.” He stopped walking, the four of us gathering around him in a circle. He 
pointed to several houses in the development. Each one was a carbon copy of the next. “Not a 
single car, and look in the windows, no furniture, no blinds, nothing. 

“You're right,” Lexi replied, “It’s like no one lives here...” 

“Whatever the reason I think we should get out of here, ASAP.” Conrad said, giving the 
buildings another look-over, “I don’t feel like we belong here.” 


“T agree, this place is giving me the creeps.” 


76 


We continued, quickening our pace with each eerily vacant house we passed. After a 
short while, the brick path we were walking down ended at a single, two lane road that met the 
forest to the left, and continued into a town to our right. Turning around to look back at the 
development we’d just left, the five of us took in, for the first time, how quiet it all was. No 
birds, no planes, no cars, no children. Just pure, deafening silence. 

“Well, I guess we don’t have to vote this time.” Conrad said, laughing nervously. “But 
I’d still like to know where everyone is.” 

“Town meeting? Church?” Lexi offered, as we began walking up the gentle slope leading 
into town. 

“Do people actually go to-” Conrad stopped, staring at a sign that looked like it had just 
been installed. It was picket-fence white, with a burnt orange outline. Upon it was a message 
written in navy letters: 

WELCOME TO AZARATH! Pop: 005 

I stared at the sign, reading it over and over, not believing what I was seeing. Theo’s hand 
reached for his gun as I pulled Abigail closer. 

“W-we need to leave.” Lexi said. “Like now, this shouldn’t exist.” 

“Tt doesn’t,” I said, “I-it can’t.” Despite my proclamations, the town of Azarath stood 
before us. Deserted. Waiting. 

Conrad shook his head. “No, someone is fucking with us, they have to be.” He began 
looking around, presumably for cameras, but found none. “What the fuck are we going to do?” 

“We have to keep going.” Abigail said, walking ahead of the group and into town limits 
before turning to lock eyes with me. “We’re here for a reason, remember?” 

I nodded, realizing what she meant. “She’s right, come on.” I said, walking up to Abigail, 
followed by the rest of the group. 

As soon as we had all crossed into Azarath proper, the voices started. At first it was a 
low murmur, the kind of conversation so distant and mild it could have been just a light breeze. I 
stopped moving, tilting my head as I squinted, attempting to make out the words, or at least the 
direction. “Can you hear that?” 

Theo nodded. “People, finally. Let’s keep going, they can’t be too far.” He took the lead 


as we continued deeper into town, the pace picking up as the five of us became optimistic that 
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our strange experiences were over. However, despite the sounds becoming louder with each step, 
there were still no signs of people. 

A few minutes in, Abigail spoke up, fear creeping into her voice. “Can you hear them? 
Their words?” We listened closely, but even with each subsequent step growing the voices 
louder, the language was unknown. The sounds of suburban summer continued to permeate the 
air, invisible children laughing interspersed with porch-side conversations from people who 
didn’t exist. 

We kept walking until we came upon the first non-residential building we had seen in the 
town. A single church, with a pair of wooden doors that seemed to await our advance. I took a 
few steps towards them and heard four voices. Everyone’s but my own. The longer I stood there 
and listened the louder the voices became, fragments of words that drowned out the murmurs 
around me. I looked up and saw Abigail listening next to me. 

We stepped away as the voices continued, getting mixed into the sounds of the rest of the 
town. I shook my head, “What the fuck?” 

Theo grabbed my shoulder and led me away from the church. “Come on, we have to keep 
going.” 

He was right, as much as I wanted to throw open those doors, I knew it wouldn’t end well 
for any of us. We kept walking forward as the buildings around us began to grow and distort 
themselves. The changes were almost imperceptible at first, but they came in swaths. Concrete 
tumors and warped steel that jutted out inordinately as though the houses didn’t belong here. Or 
maybe their incomprehensibility was just proof we were never meant to see them. 

Eventually distorted suburbia gave way to a broken city. Each building we passed was 
laced with misdoings, constructions of a failed mind. We stepped silently, but with caution. We 
may have been alone, but there was a fear in this place nonetheless, a fear of losing ourselves to 
the ghastly figures of steel and glass around us. 

And then we found the end of the road, a towering, perfect structure of brutalist dreams. 
It was pure stone, except for a panel of windows surrounding the front door, and a clock in the 
very center that seemed to smile down on the five of us. 

Theo stopped, and I looked up at him. “What now?” 

He shook his head slightly. “We go inside, I don’t think we have any other choice.” 
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Chapter 18 - Stasis 


On the outside of the chamber, the eldest sister set to work. First she made sure the anesthetics 
had a firm, constant grasp on her sister's consciousness. With her vitals steady, she walked back 
to her desk and smiled. She had the file she’d been working on since her sister offered up the 
idea of these tests open and waiting. She input the command to let the computer run and 
routinely check the file while she did the more detail oriented work. 

Returning to the machine that held her sister, she opened the base. Inside, the walls 
glowed with the lights of electronics and hummed with energy as thousands of volts ran by, 
raising what little hair the elder had on her neck. Carefully, she climbed into the machine and 
began to root around. Ahead of her, in a cascade of blue and green light, she saw the forced reset 
switch. Removing the cover, she reached out a single finger and pressed the switch. 

Around her, she heard an unexpected silence. The computer wasn’t beeping, and no 
sounds of failed tests came from the machine itself. She slowly worked her way out and walked 
to the computer. In front of her, new lines of code were being built every second. She squinted 
and walked to the machine, increasing the anesthesia to twice its usual output. Soon the vitals on- 
screen read slowed down, until the body of her younger sister reached a stasis, her heart no 
longer moving to bring oxygenated blood to the brain. Death had consumed the youngest while 
the eldest simply sat and smiled. 

With a press, the lid opened, and in the machine lay her younger sister, chest still, body 
cold and unmoving, eyes staring through the lights above, and through to the other side. “You 


shouldn’t have trusted me, sister of mine, but I’m really glad you did.” 
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Chapter 19 - Tachocline 


- Josh - 
The doors of the last building on the road stood open, despite being untouched, inviting the five 
of us in. They closed behind us silently, but not without being noticed. We knew they would, 
what was there to acknowledge? The room inside was empty and white and stretched on for fifty 
feet before ending in a row of elevators. In the middle of the room was a lone computer terminal, 
lifeless as the rest of the town. 

We circled around it, careful to avoid the machine for fear of it dragging us in, or maybe 
for fear of what we could let out, I wasn’t quite sure. We walked to the elevators at the other end 
and pressed the button. Nothing happened. I pressed it again, and still no response came, no 
lights lit up, and we were left in the same position we’d been in all day. Confused and nearly 
hopeless. Nearly. 

Behind us the computer sounded off. “Welc- The-The-The... Welcome...” 

I turned around and saw the computer facing us, and a wall of elevators past that, 
replacing the glass doors we had come through. We had been trapped in the building. Whoever 
wanted us was making sure we had no escape from their grasp. 

“H-hell... Hello...” 

The screen was still blank, but still I felt something pulling me closer. Even as the sounds 
around me deafened to the voice of the machine. 

“Re... reboot... run-run-running...” 

The voice was deeply in the uncanny valley, something about it was familiar, but in the 
way a fake accent is familiar. It feels genuine, but it doesn’t capture the authenticity. It felt 
distinctly fabricated. It didn’t feel real. 

And still I walked forward. Something inside me was compelling me to. I could almost 
hear Seshat calling for help. I reached out and touched the machine, and felt the world fall away 


from beneath me. The screen blinked alive, showing the history of the world, every tragedy, 


every horrific mistake of history, every accursed repercussion of the way we lived, every single 
success of our past selves that burned through the modern world like so many plagues. 

As the images flashed by, I saw every sin man had undertaken since the beginning of 
humanity. Oppression and cruelty and neglect on a scale unmatched. I took in the knowledge of 
each failure, each collapse, each tragedy. I could see the whole of the human story, and I could 
see the path forward to the end of everything. I saw war, famine, and tragedy. 

My vision became tinged with blue, starting first on the outside, then slowly filling my 
whole field of view, until the information I had been taking in was no longer visible. Until the 
whole world around me was nothing but this ocean-tinted hell, and every sound seemed so 
distant and faint that it was barely audible at all. I felt the world coming up to me quicker than I 
could possibly avoid it. I grasped for anything as I fell, knowing too well how hopeless it was. 
The last thing I felt before fading into blackness was my skull cracking against the cold marble 


floor below, blood trickling around my body like snow outlining an angel. 


- Theo - 

As soon as he touched the computer at the center of the room, Josh was thrust backwards, 
his limp body making a sickening thud as he hit the cold, marble floor. I ran to his side, falling to 
my knees by his side as I scanned his face for any signs of lifefulness. By the time I had gotten 
there, blood was already pouring from his skull. In the shadow my body cast over his, I saw his 
eyes wide open, entirely blue apart from flecks of white that seemed to jump about randomly. 
“Josh!” I shouted before turning to the three of them. “Don’t just stand there!” 

“What do we do?” Lexi asked. 

“Ts the computer still on?” I looked past her, answering my own question. The screen was 
black. “He must have gotten electrocuted when he touched it.” I turned to Abigail who was 
standing still in shock, her eyes locked on the window behind me. “Abby, please, you’re a nurse, 
there has to be something you can do?” 

She nodded shakily and approached him from the side. Taking a breath, she placed her 
hands together and pressed down on his chest, beginning CPR. At the moment she made contact, 


his body disappeared, leaving a pool of blood, and her hands marred in red. 
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“Josh...” The words just barely escaped her lips as she shook, her whole body in shock. 
Tears fell from her eyes as she called out to a person who no longer existed. “Please come 
back...” 

A bell rang out from the elevators behind us. I turned to see all five doors open 
simultaneously, revealing gleaming white boxes. 

“Going Down?” The mechanical voice asked, encouraging us to step onboard. 

“Abby-” I began before failing to complete my sentence. This can’t be happening, I 
thought to myself, There is no way that my brother just had a seizure and disappeared. No. 
Fucking. Way. None of this is real. I just have to find the safety in the creatures that lie in 
shadows. I reached forward and lifted Abigail up on one side, Lexi grabbing the other. 

I picked up Josh’s bag as we stepped away from the computer, a shred of hope still alive 
in my heart that we would meet again, my brain unable to fathom the other possibility. We 
walked to the leftmost elevator and stepped in without pause; after what we had witnessed, there 
was nothing to fear in the approach. Despite this, the doors stayed open. 

“What now?” Con asked. 

“J... don’t know. Maybe this was the wrong elevator?” I stepped out, followed by Conrad 
and Abigail, the doors closing too quickly for Lexi to leave. “Lex!” I shouted. “Lex are you in 
there?” I heard no response except the whirring of the machine at work, taking her downwards. 

Then it hit me. “We each have to take our own elevator down.” 

“Alone?” Abby asked, shaking her head. “I... I can’t. We can’t split up please-” 

I raised my hand. “I know, Abby, trust me I do, but we have to. It’s the only way out.” I 
took a breath and stepped into an elevator, hoping that the two of them would follow me down. 

As the doors closed silently behind me, the lift started its journey into the earth. Slowly, 
the walls and floor became transparent, showing me a world unseen. In front of me stretched a 
massive cave, inside of which a garden rested. There I saw a man and a woman together, naked 
and laughing. They were in paradise. 

The elevator continued downward into the darkness below the garden, carrying me 
silently to whatever fate awaited me. Perhaps Josh was right, and I was dead already, but I 
refused to let him die in vain. I counted the bullets in my revolver. Six shots. Whoever hurt him 


would pay for their sins. 
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- Theo - 
As my vision began to return, I found myself in a large, circular room. The walls were made 
entirely from massive stones, each one carved with inscriptions that made little sense to me. 
From where I stood, I could see what appeared to be an unoccupied desk in the center of the 
room. Along the walls were several massive doors, covered in artwork displaying a different 
time in Earth’s history. 

I looked to my left and saw that just a few dozen feet away, Abby was helping Lexi 
stand. To my right, Conrad was getting back to his feet. I don’t know what happened in the 
other’s elevators, but if it was anything like what happened in mine, they didn’t speak of it. We 
gathered up in silence as we continued to look around the almost temple-like structure we had 
found ourselves in. Stretching from the ends of each door were bookshelves, each one full to 
capacity, and above the doors were words etched in english. 

“Are those-” I stopped, going silent before reading aloud the words etched in stone above 
the doors. “Ordovician, Devonian, Permian, Triassic, Cretaceous-” I stopped again, turning 
around to see the last door. In front of me were pictures of the entirety of human history: Lincoln, 
The great wars, the reign of Genghis Khan. It was all there. And at the top, the word I failed to 
speak, Holocene. My eyes went wide as I stared at the sight in front of me, the words of my 
brother echoing in my head. We're all dead, all we have to do is keep moving forward. 

Abigail looked at me. “Wh-what is this? What are those?” 

I shook my head, attempting to break myself from the hopelessness that was beginning to 
envelop me. “I-I don’t know. I know what they are, epochs that had great extinction events, but I 
have no idea what this place is.” 

“Guys! Check this out!” Lexi said, calling us over to the inner circle of the room. 


Halfway between the desk and the walls, dioramas were placed on curved stands, the totality of 
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them forming a broken, circular partition. In each glass case, a marvel was being built. The 
Pyramids, Stonehenge, the Parthenon. 

“Are they moving?” Conrad asked, peering closer at the construction of the Great Wall of 
China. “I think they’re moving, holy shit.” We gathered around and began to stare in awe at the 
miniature marvels being crafted before our eyes. 

“Are you enjoying my displays? So few get the chance to see them.” We turned around to 
see a seven foot tall creature looming over us; a frightening thing of gray skin, feathers, and a tail 
that swung hypnotically. It spoke again, drawing my attention to its face. 

“Hello there.” It blinked and the tendrils of hair began forming themselves into a 
ponytail. I shuddered, trying not to think about what this... thing was. “I’m glad you’ve made it 
here.” 

I stared at it; my hand going to the gun at my side on instinct, although something told 
me it wouldn’t do any good. “Who the hell are you?” I asked, “Where are we?” 

“Theodore, relax, I understand you are frustrated. Please, release your grip on the 
weapon, and I will explain everything.” It replied in a soothing voice. I swallowed hard and let 
go of my gun. If I wanted answers, I’d have to play along, at least for a little bit. It pressed a 
button on its wristwatch, causing four chairs to rise out of the ground near the desk in the center 
of the room. “Please, take a seat.” 

I obliged it, waiting for the others to sit down before speaking up again. “There, we’re 
sitting, happy?” 

It smiled. “Happier than you could imagine.” 

“So, are you going to answer our questions? Who the hell are you? Where are we?” 

“One thing at a time, Theodore, one thing at a time.” 

“How the fuck do you know my name?” 

“T know all of your names.” It replied, addressing each of us individually. “Theodore 
Samptin, Abigail Ferlin, Conrad Ventomi, Alexa Brimam.” It smiled again. “And my name is 
Pirix, it means Angel of Life to my people. I believe in your time, my pronouns would have been 
she and her.” She began to type into a keyboard on the table in between us. A hologram formed 
above it, dark and digital. 

“This is the Milky Way.” she said, pointing to an arm on the projection of our galaxy. 


“And this is where we are from, both of us. Our planet orbits a star near to your sun, well 
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relatively speaking.” she zoomed in on the hologram until the entire picture was a few dots in a 
hazy gray and black cloud. “This one here, the one that is blinking yellow, is your Sun. This one 
blinking green is our home star, roughly 23 light-years apart.” 

She pulled up a new hologram to replace the old one. This time of Earth. “You see, we 
saw you in the distance, the signs of life being read in the atmosphere as you orbited your star. 
We decided to send out a ship, to approach and find out what kind of life was there.” 

The hologram scene changed once more, showing a massive starship arriving to the pale 
blue dot. “But when we arrived, you were gone. We had used the methods of what you would 
call a field propulsion engine, prefaced with a short, one-shot trip to the edge of your Oort cloud, 
using something that closely resembles what you may know as an Alcubierre Drive. In total this 
trip took around ten Earth years. Somehow, in the time between the discovery of Earth, and our 
arrival, you disappeared.” 

“What do you mean we disappeared? We’re right here.” I was fed up with this thing that 
was trying to have a laugh at our expense. I opened my mouth to tell her off, but was stopped by 
Pirix holding up a long, bony finger. 

“Please,” she said, “allow me to continue.” She clicked a few more keys and the 
hologram showed a few of its people walking on an Earth outwardly devoid of people. The 
footage looked like the town we had walked through, empty and devoid of life. Every building 
distorted beyond anything I had ever seen, yet distinctly human. 

“These videos are official mission recordings. We landed hoping to find new life, instead 
we found only ruins. We were beyond confused. Your people were so far along in their progress 
as a species, maybe thirty or forty years behind us, and yet you were gone. We returned to our 
ships to discuss what may have happened, but no answers were satisfactory. A war would have 
left bodies, and there was no evidence that you had evacuated, after all, you barely had the 
technology to do so anyway.” 

“T-I don’t understand.” Abigail interrupted. “We are here,” She looked around the 
imposingly large room, making our smallness even more apparent. “Wherever here is.” 

“Well, you are, but you aren’t, not really. Shortly after realizing that you were gone, we 
set to work trying to think of ways to find out what exactly had happened. Eventually we settled 
on this,” She pressed another button, and several diagrams popped up, displaying intricate 


designs that I couldn’t quite parse. “An ancestor simulation. It would take a lot of space, but we 
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could do it, as long as it was housed here, on the remnants of your world.” The images changed 
again. This time, an aerial view of a monumental supercomputer. 

“Josh was right.” Abigail said as the pieces started to come together for all of us. “Wait, 
where is he?” She asked as she tried to stand up, only to realize the chairs we had sat on were 
now holding us in place with some form of invisible barrier. “What the hell? Let us go!” 

“Abigail, please relax.” Pirix nodded its head. “Indeed, Joshua was correct, you are all 
part of a simulation. Unfortunately, I came here today to put it to rest. We have come far enough 
in the simulation that an educated guess can be derived from the data provided, especially given 
the other mass extinction events we’ve witnessed in our time as a species.” 

She gestured around the room before tapping a few buttons on its keyboard, removing the 
hologram. “At this rate, your species will go extinct within a century, and the deaths then will be 
far worse than simple nonexistence, I can promise you that. Plus, the power we are burning is 
enormous. If there were still people on this planet, they would have died from the emissions. I 
wish I could provide comfort, I hate to leave my experiments in such a state before their deaths. 
Would you like me to wipe your minds?” 

Abigail’s eyes went wide. “N-no, please don’t wipe our minds, and please don’t kill us. 
Please, we are alive.” 

“Hardly,” she said, turning away from us. “And besides, it is a much more humane route 
than letting whatever future horrors you create take you out.” 

Lexi spoke up. “Pirix please, let us live, we can stop whatever is coming, please. I don’t 
want to die.” 

“T’m sorry, we’ve already been running this version of your simulation for two years.” 

“Two...” Lexi went silent trying to process what we had just heard. 

“Yes, although, I understand it may have felt longer for you.” 

“Please.” Abigail asked again. “Please let us live. For the posterity of your research, just 
let us live until we go away. Suffering is our choice, let us die in the ways we ask.” 

She thought for a moment, and then sighed. “Well, I suppose an extra hundred years of 
your time couldn’t hurt, and I would like a solid answer, not just a projection,” She tapped her 
fingers on her desk, contemplating what to do. “Okay. I will allow the simulation to run for one- 
hundered more years of your time, during which you will be on active display, under the 


watchful eye of yours truly. If you don’t make it through whatever great filter seems to have 
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rendered the actual humans extinct, I will close everything down.” She stood up and pressed a 
button on her desk. A circle appeared in the ground behind her and she stepped into it. 

“Farewell everyone, enjoy your lives to the fullest, I look forward to seeing how the 
human condition attempts to endure whatever hardships it faces.” With those words spoken, a 
light enveloped her form and took her away, back to a world much more real than ours, leaving 
the four of us alone. 

With great caution, we all stood up, approaching the desk with intrigue. The circle Pirix 
had stepped on was more visible from this angle, a cable stretching from it to the computer on 
the desk, presumably connecting her to the outside world. 

I spoke up, parting the still atmosphere with my words as my eyes stared past the 
computer. “We can’t trust that thing to prolong our lives.” I unholstered the revolver and aimed it 
at the link between our worlds. “Josh was right. We have to wrest control; we cannot let what 
happened to him happen to anyone else.” I opened fire on the computer, the shots echoing in the 
enormous room. 

My body shook as I continued squeezing the trigger of the now empty firearm. The room 
shook too, sending bits of rubble falling from the ceiling overhead. Conrad grabbed my shoulder 
and pulled me away, the four of us rushing to the door we had come through. As we approached 
the door, the ceiling began caving in, large chunks breaking off and slamming into the ground all 
around us. In the distance behind, I heard the sounds of glass shattering as the displays were 
crushed by enormous pieces of debris. 

Conrad grasped what little of the massive door he could, and heaved it open, grunting 
from the effort as we became bathed in blinding light. With no other options, we dove through, 


into the shining void. 
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Chapter 21 - A Ceaseless Storm 
Corrupts 


She twisted the drive in her hands, unsure of what to do. The woman, Madison, had ceased all 
communications. She wanted to spend the rest of her dwindling life in peace. If it weren’t for her 
sins, if it wasn’t for her part in everything, she never would have reached out. She had a 
conscience, and for that Hope was grateful. 

She was not, however, grateful for the conundrum she now had on her hands. If what 
Madison said was true, then her whole life would have been a lie. She didn’t know if she could 
handle that. Her whole life had been rather nice. Her family, the one she had grown up in, was 
everything a family should have been. Caring, sweet, loving, patient. She had been brought up by 
the people she assumed to be her parents, who only gave her love and care, with two sisters who 
helped her become the person she was today. 

And now this drive—this awful, no-good, very bad drive—was in possession of 
knowledge that claimed to prove that her life was nothing more than an elaborate ruse. She 
tapped her fingers on the desk and sighed. The irony of the situation hit her as she was plugging 
it in. She was Hope, the last remnant of humanity not escaped from Pandora's box, and now she 
was reaching for the lid to crawl out all on her own. 

The drive appeared on the computer, and she clicked on it. Just as Madison had said, 
there were two folders, Evidence, and Solution. She clicked on evidence and found a document 
named Your Family History. She opened it and began to scroll. Born in Georgia, her parents 
went to the same university, before moving to work for the Vurxon’s. They were offered a 
specialized contract after a few years there, which they turned down. Shortly after, their 
daughter, Hope Tyler Howlett, was taken away by the authorities and handed over to the 


Vurxons. 


88 


And then the final nail, after being transferred to protective care, she was put onto an ark 
with a separate family, her memories selectively picked through and erased, her childhood stolen 
and replaced. Her parents left to decay as the arks sailed off into the safety of the night. 

She swallowed and began to ruminate on the life she had led. The years wasted, the 
promises she held to the people who didn’t matter anymore than a passing stranger. She cried 
that night until her tears had soaked every bit of ink on the letter she received, and the faces of 
her family, her real parents, held halos around them. She dried her eyes and clicked on the 
Solution folder, and let out a small smile. 


“Cry ‘Havoc!’, sisters, and let slip the dogs of war...” 
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Chapter 22 - ln Ruins 


- Theo - 
We woke up together, the four of us huddled in a damp corner of a darkened stone room. Above 
us the sun shone down through almost imperceivable cracks in the ceilings. As I stood up, the 
fog in my head subsided, and I began to recall the past couple days. The cave, the forest, that 
goddamn town. And my fucking brother. I looked around, he wasn’t here. 

“JOSH?!” I shouted with desperation. Maybe, I thought Maybe it was a nightmare. That 
couldn’t have happened. But no matter how much I shouted his name, I was met with no answer. 
This wasn’t a nightmare, this was hell. I fell back against the stone wall and slid down to a seated 
position, clutching his bag, the last thing I had of him. Abigail, Conrad, and Lexi gathered 
around me as I started to sob quietly. “My fuckin brother. Why the fuck wasn’t it me?” I cried as 
I held Josh’s satchel, clinging to it as though it contained his soul. 

“J-[’m...” Abigail failed to complete a sentence as she slid down the wall next to me, 
joining in with tears of her own. “He-we... I think I loved him, and I never got to tell him, we 
never, we didn’t even kiss.” She continued crying, unable to bring herself to do much else. Lexi 
and Conrad couldn’t help tearing up either, two of them falling into each other as they met 
Abigail and I on the floor. 

He was only nineteen. He was just a kid who wanted to help the world. He wanted to go 
to haunted houses and do card tricks and now he was just gone, and I’d never see him again. 

We stayed in that room, crying until we couldn’t cry no more. The pain of the night 
remained etched into our memory. But as the tears began to dry on my face, I knew we had to 
keep moving, we had a world to rejoin, as fictitious as it may be, if only for Josh. 

I stood up, and helped the others out of the building without a word, my flashlight leading 
us into a darkened hallway on the other side of the front door. I took a few steps outside of where 


we had woken up and shined my light around, realizing exactly where we had ended up. 
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“No fucking way,” I looked in awe at the half finished buildings and makeshift shacks 
around us. Despite the horrors we had been through, I felt the urge to laugh. “Azarath.” I said, 
“Julie was right....” As the other three gathered around me, I had an idea. “Hold on guys,” I 
called out to the group. “I-I have to do something.” 

I walked back into the house we had just left, through the cobwebs and rubble, and made 
my way into what looked like the kitchen. Searching through my brother's bag I pulled out a 
deck of cards. Of all the decks he owned, this one was Josh’s favorite. I had gotten them for him 
a few months after I left for college, it was simple, but I wanted him to know that he wasn’t 
alone. 

I placed the deck on what remained of the countertop, and stifling back a tear, began to 
speak. “Y’know, you never really proved ghosts were real. Maybe you could give it a shot 
now?” I waited for a minute, not really expecting an answer, and never getting one. 

I sat down on a chair someone had left a long time ago and opened the box, giving the 
cards a shuffle before looking through them. With a smile, I came to a blank card with my 
handwriting on it. “Dear Josh,” I wrote, “I hope things go well with Mom and Dad, they’ve 
always been pretty accepting, but my apartment is open if things get rough. I love you bro. - 
Theo.” 

A tear fell from my face as I took a few measured breaths. “I can’t believe you kept that 
card.” I said, “I’m glad you did, I think it’s the closest I was able to come to telling you what I 
felt in the days between you coming out to me, and you coming out to mom and dad. I was really 
worried that you’d find yourself in harm’s way.” 

I smiled as I remembered the amount of time he spent in the principal's office, and the 
hospital, and occasionally handcuffs. “Not that you didn’t get into plenty of trouble beforehand, 
but... I guess I was mostly worried that I wouldn’t always be there to protect you, that I wasn’t 
always the best brother...” I took another breath and closed my eyes before continuing, letting 
the tears fall as they wished. “I’m sorry Josh, I... I could have been a better brother, I should 
have been, but you... you were the best fucking brother anyone could ever hope for, and I took 
that for granted, and I already miss you so damn much.” 

I put all but one of the cards back in the box and placed them in the center of the table 


before tapping the deck. “These are yours’ bro, I hope you still enjoy them. Tell Mom and Dad I 
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say hi. Oh, and you better not have lost that sense of humor in the afterlife.” I stopped, wiping 
my eyes before I could continue. “I love you, man; don’t you ever forget it.” 

I walked outside and Conrad pulled me into a hug. “You okay?” 

“No.” I replied, leaning into his embrace, “No, I’m not.” I looked at my friends who 
shared my somber expression, broken and hopeless. We had to keep going, if only for Josh. 


“Let’s go home.” 
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PART TWO = Tht RIGHT 10 BE 
FORGOTTEN 


re he dies, if he can.” 


The world’s been silent for far longer than anyone could remember. There were stories of the 
times before, when people were free to leave their homes, when people were alive. But then it 
came calling—the distant sound of quiet. The noise at the end of the universe. No one could 
remember how it happened, they didn’t want to. They blocked it all out because they knew it had 
to happen. They closed their eyes in the light of the bombs we dropped and let the world fade 
away in an instant. 

The future is set that way. People think it isn’t, they think that we can change it, but we 
can’t. The future is simply the shortest distance between two points. It’s a line from here to there, 
and all the deviations people try to make are just plots on a graph that stay in the same line, more 
or less. Sure, there are events that weren’t planned, but no one knows what they are. Only the 
universe knows the things that were meant to happen, and those that never did. 

Everything was so much more empty than could ever be considered comfortable. In the 
old world there was a word for this, kenopsia. The eerie, forlorn atmosphere of a place that’s 
usually bustling with people, but is now abandoned and quiet. Of course, Tessa didn’t know that, 
she only knew that everything was quiet, and empty, and for some reason, that put her on edge. 

For a start, she didn’t know where everyone had gone. She had been told of the wars, of 
the massive fighting, the bombs that fell. Everyone had, they were shown footage of buildings 
collapsing and worlds burning. She knew that thousands had died, but not once had she come 
across a body. Not except for the boy that was with her. He had been breaking into the library 
when she first saw him. She needed him. The first human she’d seen in over a month. 

She had lost everyone else who had meant anything to her, despite how hard she held 
onto them, pleading with the fates that they would not fade. And yet, every night, one of them 
would wake up and hear the softest, most beautiful music imaginable. It called to them, like a 
voice from the heavens, a siren telling them to leave. She never saw them again, and for the time 


she stayed, she never heard a single note of that song. 
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So when she saw the boy at the library, she knew she had to join him. She crept up 
behind him and grabbed his throat, forcing him against a wall. He froze in her grasp, and stared 
past her, to the silent roads they had traversed. He wasn’t afraid of her, he was afraid of 
something else. Perhaps, she thought, someone else. 

She brought her mouth to his ear and whispered, “What do you fear?” 

He swallowed. She could feel his heartbeat speeding up, but she needed to focus. “The 
storm. It took the rest of them. It wants to take me.” 

She glanced over her shoulder. The clouds behind her were dark and threatening, but 
again, the unending quiet prevailed. There was no wind, no sound of birds chirping or squirrels 
playing. There was nothing but the two of them as far as the eye could see. She faced him again. 

“Tt’s not going to take you.” She let him go and knelt down to the lock he had been 
working on. It didn’t take long before she had picked it, and the two of them were safely inside. 
Whoever made the world end, they hadn’t told the power companies, because the inside was just 
as well lit as ever. She had asked about it before, someone had told her that with no one to shut 
things down, the power would remain until the fuel it used had been burned through. She didn’t 
know what had fueled the power but she was thankful that it hadn’t yet expired. 

The pair looked at each other, and then at the glass doors. Just because the world was 
empty, didn’t mean it was safe. 

They started to clear off the nearest shelves and put them in front of the doors. By the 
time they felt safe, there was a pile of books on the ground, and four bookcases forming a 
makeshift barricade. Tessa looked at him. 

“There’s more, y’ know. Exits I mean. We have to block them off too.” 

He nodded. “We should stay together. We don’t want to kill each other, which seems to 
be a good sign at least.” 

“T wasn’t planning on letting you out of my sight.” She replied. It felt harsh, but she 
wasn’t sure why, it was the truth after all. “What’s your name, anyway?” 

“T... don’t know. It’s been a while since anyone called me by my name.” He walked over 
to a fire map on the wall, and pulled it out. “The last memory I have of it was someone shouting 
for me to run, shouting my name, but I blocked it out. I can’t remember it...” He stared past the 


map, like it was showing him more than the layout of the library. 
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“Hey,” she put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay. You don’t need to remember it, your 
name is whatever you want it to be.” 

“Yeah... I’ll need some time to think about it.” He walked off towards the children’s 
section. “There are two exits over here.” 

She followed him, and felt even more uncomfortable than normal. Between her hunger, 
and the lack of people, she was beginning to fold in on herself. She needed to stay with him, 
even just to stay sane. Or maybe they could go insane together. The last people on the planet, 
hopelessly broken, and living in a library full of all the stories she could ever want. Anything to 
make the past just a bit more distant. She smiled at the thought. It was nice, something to keep 
her going. She felt like she needed that now more than ever. 

She looked around at all the characters painted onto the walls, their skins coming apart at 
the edges. It was eerie, these faces were made by people who didn’t even exist anymore. They 
had left a mark, but what good was that when they’d never come back to admire it? When no one 
could? It was something she thought about often, all the houses, the cars, the parking lots; empty, 
withering, abandoned. She wanted it to be a bad dream, but she knew it was real, and that’s what 
hurt the most. There was no going back to the times she couldn’t remember, there was only the 
now, and the what might come. 

She helped him barricade the two remaining exits before collapsing on a dusty couch. He 
sat next to her and looked over the map. There were only windows left, but they didn’t open. If 
one of them broke, they’d know. His stomach grumbled, and he lifted his bag onto his lap. After 
a bit of digging around, he pulled out a can of Spam, and a fork. She looked at him. 

“What?” 

“Are you eating that cold?” 

“Do you expect me to cook it?” 

“Yes actually, I do.” She grabbed the map and pointed to a small room set off to the side, 
behind the counters. “That’s a break-room. It’ll have some way to cook things, I’m sure.” 

He looked at her and shrugged. They walked to the room and made their way inside. It 
was mostly empty, but there was a stove and a small fridge. She rummaged around in a cupboard 
and found a sheet pan and a few paper plates. She handed him the pan. 


“Tt’s not the best, but it’s better than cold meat product.” 


He opened the can and placed four slices of meat on the pan before putting it across two 
of the burners. He lit them and turned to Tessa. “So, what’s your deal?” 

She frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“Where are you from? Why are you so helpful?” 

“T... can’t remember...” She furrowed her brow. Something was wrong. She couldn’t 
recall anything about where she was from. “I remember the last time I saw my family, well the 
last of my family. I remember when I was changed, but my hometown... I don’t know. I guess 
I’ve been wandering so long it just kinda faded away with all the trauma.” 

He nodded and flipped the meat. It let out a satisfying sizzle, and started to smell half 
decent. Not as good as he smells. The voice in her head wouldn’t quiet itself until she fed, but 
she hoped could keep it at bay for a bit longer with this meal. 

“T can’t either. It’s all gone, like all the people, it’s all gone...” He stared at the stove, but 
his mind was elsewhere. “What do you mean by changed?” 

Her eyes went wide. She didn’t think she had said that out loud. She thought it was only 
in her head. She took a breath and looked at him, this wasn’t going to be easy to explain, it never 
was. She thought about lying, but too much time had passed. He needed to know the truth. 

“T’m a vampire.” He didn’t respond, he just looked at the pan. The slices were almost 
cooked now. He picked each one up and put them on a pair of plates, two for him, two for her. 
He sat down across from her and slid her a plate. 

“You’re a vampire?” 

“Yeah...” She watched his eyes, trying to discern his belief in her. 

“Ts that why you’ve been so helpful? So I can’t escape while you drain me of my blood?” 

“T wouldn’t do that, apart from the fact that humans have seven pints of blood in their 
bodies, you’re the only other person on this planet, at least, that I’ve seen in a while.” 

He looked at her mouth while she talked. She had fangs. “But you need blood, don’t 
you?” 

She nodded. “It’s not all I need, but I do need it.” 

He took a bite and chewed it slowly. She was the first person he’d seen in a long time. He 
spent a few months running from that storm, and now he was finally safe, at least for a while. 
But with her around... it was a risk, and he knew it. Still, she was part of the reason he was safe. 


He decided to press his luck, after all, if she wanted him dead, he was sure he would be by now. 
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“You remember being changed, but not your hometown?” 

“Yeah.” 

“How?” 

“Well, being changed saved the life of my best friend.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “Go on?” 

She tapped the table and thought for a moment. Even if he was the last person on Earth, 
being open was scary. Being honest about her past was something she never thought she’d do. 
She looked down at her spam and broke a portion off. It wasn’t the worst thing she’d had, but it 
wasn’t pleasant. It’s not him. 

“Tt was before all of this, before the world got quiet. My friend and I were supposed to 
hang out, we did that every Saturday, we went to the shops and got coffee and...” She stared past 
him, at a blank wall. The memories were so distant now. “Do you remember it? Do you 
remember the sounds of people in the shops? The music?” 

He shook his head. “I have memories of my memories of it. I used to remember it, but 
that’s all I can recall...” 

She nodded. “That’s all I have too. We were supposed to go to those wondrous, loud, 
bustling shops, but she never showed up. She never called or messaged or anything. I went to her 
place and found her there, on the floor, shaking and afraid. I called out to her and she answered 
in a voice so quiet I could barely hear it. Tessa, leave me. 

“T didn’t, I couldn’t. She was my best friend. I ran to her side and tried to help her up, but 
she couldn’t move. She told me she was a vampire, she said she wanted to starve herself, she 
wanted to be rid of it altogether. 

“T offered my blood, but she wouldn’t take it. She kept saying that she was scared, that 
she hurt someone, that she was being hunted. She was scared of being alone.” 

“But you were there. She wasn’t alone...” 

Tessa nodded. “I took a risk. She was hungry, she was almost feral, but she was still my 
friend. I told her to change me, that we’d get through anything together. When everything started 
to fall apart out there, when the wars started, I ran to her, but she was gone. Her door was kicked 
in, her house was ransacked and she was gone...” 

She dropped her head and let tears fall down her face. He got up and sat next to her, 


holding her close. For once, she didn’t hear the voice telling her to feed. She just felt the grief of 
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losing a friend she swore to protect. She felt the warmth of his embrace. She felt, for the first 


time in a long time, okay. 
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Later that night, they laid side by side on a pair of couches they had brought together in 
an office next to the kitchen. He held her close as she rested her head on his chest. She could 
hear his heart once more. It was hypnotic. Bump-Bump. Bump-Bump. Bump-Bump. The voice in 
her head was too busy salivating to talk. She closed her eyes as he ran his fingers through her 
hair. 

“You'll need blood soon.” It was a statement. No point in beating around the obvious. He 
could tell she was hungry. He had thought it was just food earlier, but now he knew better. It 
wasn’t an if, but a when and how. 

She nodded her head against his chest and let out a sleepy, “Mhm...” 

“Ts it going to hurt?” 

“Tt’ll be the best pain you ever felt. When she changed me, I whimpered and begged her 
not to stop. It was intoxicating.” 

He felt his stomach fill with butterflies. He was scared, but also decidedly not. He 
couldn’t quite figure out why, but he knew he wanted that. “Are you going to change me?” 

“No, I can’t. You’re all I have.” 

“All the blood you have?” 

“Everything. There’s no one else out there, no one to hold or feed on or be safe with. I 
want to stick together.” 


He kissed her forehead and closed his eyes. “I do too, I like being with you.” 
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It wasn’t that either of them wanted to leave the library, but supplies were needed. The 
first places they looked were the obvious ones. Restaurants, grocery stores, schools. They loaded 


up a shopping cart from a nearby farming supply store and used that to carry back their haul. It 


had been almost a week, and Tessa still hadn’t asked to feed. He was getting nervous. He was 
getting anxious. They got back to the library and started stocking the food away. 

“Do you think we should be armed?” 

She stopped and turned to him. “Why? There’s no one out there, remember?” 

“T just... can’t shake the feeling someone is watching us.” He looked out the window for 
a moment. It was quiet and empty, just like it always was. “I know you feel it too. After all, why 
barricade the doors?” 

She paused. He was right, why did she help him do that? What was she afraid of? There 
wasn’t even wind outside, there hadn’t been for ages. They took that away along with all the 
people. “Yeah. I think we should do that. Tomorrow we’ll go to the police station, there’s gotta 
be something there...” She trailed off. Everything was blurry, and her legs felt like rubber. She 
grabbed onto the cabinet as she swayed. 

He took her hand and led her to their makeshift bed. She held him close and closed her 
eyes. She could barely move without the world turning around her. She needed him. She needed 
to feed. 

He played with her hair and whispered to her. “It’s okay. You’re safe, I’m right here.” 

She looked up at him with crimson eyes, and put a hand around his throat. He couldn’t 
move, even if he wanted to, she was stronger than him. She held him down and stared at his 
body. It was shaking, he was scared beyond anything. 

“T-Tessa, what are you doing?” 

She cocked her head like a dog hearing its name called. Feed. She had to listen, she 
ignored the voice for long enough, she couldn’t anymore. She sank her fangs into his throat, 
holding him in place as he writhed in pain. He tasted amazing. The first fresh blood she had 
drank in over a month. It didn’t take long for him to stop resisting. He laid there whimpering and 
begging her to keep going. 

She wanted to, but she couldn’t be greedy. Not when blood was so precious. She pulled 
away from his throat and kissed him as he let out a whine. He was breathing heavily when they 
broke, but he soon fell asleep beneath her. She held him close in the same way she did every 
night, with her head on his chest, and her hands around him. He was hers, and she was so, so 


happy to have him. 
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The next morning he woke up with her still asleep on his chest. He raised a hand to his 
neck and felt a pair of marks. What happened last night was real. He could remember all of it. 
The way her teeth felt, him begging her not to stop, the fear he felt as she held him down... It 
was all so visceral, so real. He looked down at her. No matter what, he was going to stay by her 
side. 

She started to stir and he kissed her head. “Morning love, how was dinner?” 

She hid herself in his chest. She couldn’t believe she’d done that to him, she couldn’t 
believe he was still around. She looked up. “It was really good, you taste good.” 

He blushed. “Th-Thanks...” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Tum... you were right, about it feeling intoxicating. How often do you have to do that?” 

“Have to? Once every month or so, any longer and I start to um... break down like I did 
last night.” She sighed, this part was harder to say. “But... I feel better when I feed weekly...” 

“T guess we’ll have to do it weekly, then.” He brushed a bit of hair away from her eyes. 
“In non-vampiric news, I figured out my name, if you still want to know.” 

She nodded. Of all people, she knew choosing a name could be hard. “What is it?” 

“Xen. I think I like Xen.” 

She gave him a kiss. “Xen is a wonderful name for a wonderful boy. For my boy.” 

He smiled at her. She said it like she owned him. Then again, what did ownership really 


mean anymore? He decided he didn’t care, they had each other, and that’s what mattered. 
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They walked down the center street of a neighborhood, pushing the cart as they went. Its wheels 
shook as they strode along the asphalt. It was mostly empty, A few rolls of toilet paper, some 
plastic tupperware, and a set of bedsheets. They were important things to have, but they weren’t 
food, and right now, that was the most important thing. Xen looked at the map in his hand. He’d 
drawn it when they first scouted the place out, and he still hardly believed how large it was. The 
suburban sprawl was an impressive monument of futility. In the end, even those here, in their 
gated communities, ended up gone. 

The next house looked much like all the others, two stories, beige siding, fake, plastic 
shutters in one of three select colors. Tessa went to the door and opened it. Most of the places 
around here were unlocked. They hadn’t ever worried about intruders or vandals. What fools 
they were. 

The house was just as quiet as the rest of the world, but somehow it felt more proper here, 
like this was a place where silence was okay. An empty modern house, the pinnacle of sterile 
living. They searched the downstairs first, and found a few good things. A few cans of food, a 
box of matches, and a sink with running water. He looked outside. There was a well in the back 
garden. He circled the house with a green pen. Showers were definitely a bonus. 

They weren’t just looking for supplies, they wanted a place to live. The library was great 
for all the space it had, but come winter, it’d be hell to keep warm. The plan as of now was to 
move everything to a new place in one haul. That way if there was someone watching, then they 
wouldn’t have to split up their supplies, or themselves. Then again, if someone was watching, 
why hadn’t they struck yet? 

He was clearing out the pantry when Tessa called for him. She was upstairs, alone. He 
ran up the steps and stopped next to her, just outside of a bedroom. She opened the door and he 
took a step back. 

PING Es, 
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She nodded. “I know. It’s... that’s something I didn’t expect to see.” 

They starred together in disbelief. In the room, on a bed done as neat as a coffin, was a 
body. They were peaceful, and could have been dead, were it not for the gentle rise and fall of 
their chest. Someone had left them here, all alone, waiting to be found, or maybe just waiting to 
die. 

Xen looked at Tessa. “What do we do?” 

She shook her head. “I don’t know. They... They’re alive, but they can’t be sleeping. It’s 
like they’re in a coma or something.” 

“What makes you think they aren't sleeping?” 

“The lack of eye movement, the stillness of their body, the fact that I yelled your name 
and they didn’t even stir.” 

He walked to their bedside and placed his hand on her neck, counting silently. “Their 
pulse is normal, I don’t-” 

He stopped. Their eyes had shot open, and were staring into his. They followed his arm 
down to their throat. They were terrified. “Wh-who are you? What do you want?” 

He moved his hand away slowly and backed up. “It’s okay, I’m Xen, and this is Tessa. 
We were searching your house for supplies, we didn’t realize anyone lived here anymore. We’re 
so sorry.” 

They looked at him, and then Tessa. “What do you mean, anymore? I’ve lived here my 
whole life, my parents and I.” 

Tessa and Xen exchanged looks. “Where are your parents?” 

“T... don’t remember... I remember thinking about them, I remember going to bed, and 
then I woke up to you two in my room.” They looked at Tessa. “Though, I don’t mind having 
one of you here.” 

She smiled and Xen rolled his eyes. “Where would they have gone?” 

“T dunno work? It’s Tuesday, yeah?” 

“Work? What kind of work? There's no one left...” 

They sat up, and started to think about what he had said. Searching for supplies. No one 
left. “What... How long have I been asleep?” 

Xen shook his head. “I don’t know, honestly. I can’t remember when the world ended, 


but it’s been a while.” 
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They looked at him in disbelief. “Xen... could you please leave the room? I want to talk 
to Tessa alone.” 

He looked at Tessa and she nodded. He left, closing the door behind him. He was 
worried, but she could protect herself. 

Inside the room, Tessa took a seat at the girl’s desk. “Why me?” 

“T trust you more than him, I think it’s your face.” 

“You just think I’m hot.” 

“Yes, and I trust you to tell me the truth. Now seriously, what’s going on? Are y’all just 
robbing us or something? If you are, that’s okay, I can show you where my parents keep their 
money, and I won’t tell anyone about this, I promise.” 

“We’re not robbing you.” She sighed. She could barely remember it herself. There was so 
much confusion, so much fear. “It started a long time ago, there was an asteroid headed towards 
Earth. We couldn’t stop it, we tried everything and yet we couldn’t stop it. We had an end date, 
we all knew when we were going to die. Not individually, but together. The death of humanity. 

“When you have nothing left to lose, your morals can start to slip. Laws and the rules of 
society mean less and less. There was war. Wars, I guess, but no one ever tried to categorize it 
like that. Everyone just let it happen, they knew the end was nigh.” 

She stared at the floor. In her head she saw the footage on the news, tanks rolling through 
towns to set up occupations, constant riots, a complete and utter disregard for humanity. She 
knew this story by heart. Even if she kept it hidden and buried deep inside her, she knew it. She 
looked up at them with wet eyes, who looked back the same, either from empathy, or memory. 

“The asteroid never struck. Four days before it was set to, it disappeared from the 
readings. You’d think people would have rejoiced, but they were appalled. This prediction 
caused the fall of society. Those who had bought space in bunkers took refuge in them from the 
people they had told were set to die. And as the day passed, the world grew quiet. There were 
murmurs that the disappearance was a lie, that they knew the asteroid would soon strike. 

“We all watched the sky that night, and not a single thing fell. For the first time in Earth's 
history, nothing fell from the sky. No rain, nor snow, nor asteroid. All that fell was silence. Then 
people started to disappear. They didn’t die, they weren’t running away, they were gone. For 


Xen’s people, it came in the form of a storm. For mine, a song. It’s like a siren you can’t escape. 
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No matter where we went, people would hear the song and wander off, until it was me, alone, in 
a quiet far too perfect. Not even the wind blows anymore.” 

The girl was quiet for a moment. “I don’t remember any of that.” 

“At all?” 

“At all. The world ended and I slept through it. Wait...” their eyes went wide, and looked 
to Tessa for hope. “My parents...” 

She shook her head. “I’m sorry, they’re gone.” 

The girl didn’t respond, they just stared at their sheets. “I... I’m all alone...” 

Tessa walked over and held her as they cried. “It’s okay. It’s all going to be okay. You’re 
not alone, Xen and I will take care of you.” 

They cried for a while longer before looking at Tessa. “Y-you promise? I can’t survive on 
my own, I... please, just promise you won’t leave me. I can’t lose anyone else.” 

She nodded and squeezed them. “What’s your name?” 

“Most people call me Quinn. Well, I guess they called me Quinn...” 

“Quinn, I promise we aren’t going to leave you. For all we know, we’re the last humans 


on Earth.” 
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They walked out of her room together to find Xen patching his jacket. “So, how went the 
history lesson?” 

“Xen, this is Quinn; it-its.” 

He waved and folded his jacket over his arm. “I do believe we met. Still off-put by me?” 

“As with most guys, yeah.” 

“Harsh, but fair. Where’s your bag?” 

“My bag?” 

“Well, we can’t just leave you here, and we have too much back at the library to risk a 
stay, so yeah, your bag.” He looked at Tessa. “It is coming with us, right? We’re not just leaving 
it here, yeah?” 


Tessa pointed to a window. “I think you might want to look outside.” 
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He followed her hand and looked out the window. It was quiet and still, as it always has 
been, and yet, on the horizon were clouds. The storm had found him. He could almost hear it 
now, the sounds of a thousand people silenced under the rains. He stepped back and shook his 
head. 

“The library...” 

“We have to let it go for now. When the storm passes, we can go back, but for now we 
can’t risk it. I can’t risk losing you.” 

He looked at her, closed his eyes and swallowed. The girl who makes memories. She was 
worth a thousand libraries. The girl that he loved. Maybe, if he was lucky, he could come to love 
Quinn, and it in turn with him. What a family they’d make. Three traumatized amnesiacs at the 
end of the world. 

Tessa walked Xen and Quinn downstairs and started to barricade the house. Quinn helped 
with a great deal of confusion. “You said no one is left, why are we doing this?” 

“We thought no one was left, and then we found you. Maybe you’re the last person left, 
other than us, but I highly doubt it. Either way, a bit of peace of mind is always good to have.” 

It nodded and finished helping move her table in front of the back door. Over in the 
kitchen, it saw Xen organizing the food. Rationing it. It was going to take it a while to get used 
to living like this. 

Xen noticed and smiled. “We have about a week's worth of food, assuming we don’t eat 
too much, and luckily your house has well water, so we’re set on hydration.” 

“And if we’re here more than a week?” 

Xen sighed and looked outside. The clouds were closer now, and they looked angry. How 
much running from eventualities can one man do? How long until the past catches up to him? He 
looked back at Quinn. “One of us will have to go out there and try and get some food.” 

“But the storm, your storm.” 


He smiled sadly. “Nothing an umbrella can’t handle. Shame we haven’t found one yet...” 
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Four days later they were still in the house. Outside, it was nighttime, but there wasn’t a 


star in sight. Just an oppressive charcoal cloud ceiling. Tessa paced inside their room while Xen 
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took to drawing. He wasn’t sure what he was drawing, but he knew he had to draw it. This 
happened from time to time, visions of a past that never existed, or a future that couldn’t come to 
be, or symbols etched into monuments he’d never seen. He was compelled to draw them, it was 
the only way to get them out of his head. 

He looked up at Tessa. The pacing wasn’t just a result of cabin fever, and he knew it. It 
had been feeding day when they went out scavenging, but now it was four days later and the 
clouds hadn’t gone away yet. The only reason she lasted so long by herself was because no one 
was around. After spending so long with a constant supply, she wasn’t nearly as strong as she 
used to be. 

“Hungry?” 

She stopped and looked at him. She wanted to say yes, but she couldn’t. “Dinner was 
fine.” 

“Not that kind of hunger. It’s been over a week since you fed, why?” 

She gestured at their room. “We’re still here, with it...” 

He raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t tell it?” 

“How? It’s not exactly like saying: Hi there, I know you’re just getting over the fact that 
the world ended, and your family is gone, but I’m a vampire and I regularly feed on my 
boyfriend will go over too well.” She sat next to him on the bed and laid her head on his 
shoulder. “The poor thing needs us.” 

He nodded. “Yeah... but you need blood. What happens if I’m not around? It’1l have to 
learn eventually.” 

She turned to him and blew on the marks she had left. Every feeding was in the same 
place; just above his left collarbone, where his neck met his shoulder. He let out a whimper. “It’s 
just as much for you, isn’t it?” 

He tried to turn away, but she grabbed his chin. “M-maybe...” 

“T told you. But don’t get addicted to it, doll, that can be quite dangerous.” She pushed 
him backwards onto the bed and crawled on top of him, straddling his waist as she pinned his 
arms above his head. “If you’re not careful, I might take more than you expect.” 

For a moment, her eyes flashed red and he started to struggle. “T-Tess, you wouldn’t turn 


me, right?” 
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She lent down and kissed him. “Of course not, you taste far too good to give up.” She 
turned her head and bit down, savoring every drop of blood. He whined as she did, quietly 
begging her to stop, while also begging her to keep going. She knew he wasn’t in a good enough 
position to know when she had enough. Only she knew when that was. And to her, it was when 
his desperate whines and moans became almost inaudible. 

She pulled out and kissed him again, sharing the taste of his blood. She didn’t want to 
change him, but having him know how he tasted made her feel powerful. It reminded him who 
was in control. She held him close and listened as he fell asleep. A human heartbeat. Soft, gentle 
snoring. Sounds of life. It’d been so long, that even now, after months together, she still 
treasured every moment. 

Her body however, did not. She slipped out of bed and went to the bathroom. On the way 
back, she heard a voice. 

“T overheard you two talking.” 

It was Quinn. It was sitting against the wall, with its knees pulled up to its chest. Tessa 
didn’t move. “You did?” 

It didn’t look up, its eyes were lost in the ground ahead of it. “Yeah. You’re a vampire.” 

Tessa nodded and sat down against the opposite wall. She was close enough to touch it, 
but she didn't. She knew this was a delicate situation. “I am.” 

“And you drink his blood?” 

Again, she nodded. “I do.” 

Quinn looked up at her. “Then why didn’t you tell me? Were you just waiting to erode 
my guard completely so you could take advantage of me? It’s more than just sorrow lost behind 
those dark red eyes, isn’t it? It’s your humanity.” 

Drain it. We need more. “It’s not like that, I swear. I’m not evil, and I’m not going to hurt 
you.” She twitched and Quinn flinched. “I just didn’t want to scare you, you’ve been through 
enough.” 

It hung its head and let out a small laugh. “Well, I’d say you failed, because I’m terrified 
right now.” 


“You don’t look terrified.” 
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“That’s because I'm resigned, too. I know you’re stronger than me, I can’t fight back, and 
there’s no one to call for help. I’m on my own here. All I can do is beg.” They shared glances 
again, Quinn’s eyes welling up. “Please, if you’re going to kill me, at least make it quick.” 

She shook her head. “I... I’m not going to hurt you. I told you I’d protect you, and I 
meant it. I’d never harm an innocent life.” 

“Then why do your eyes tell me that you’re thinking of attacking me? I’ve been watching 
them, they keep staring at my neck.” 

Tessa swallowed. She had been looking at its neck, she could hear the pulse like a 
drumbeat in her head. She narrowed her gaze. The voice couldn’t stay inside her any longer. “If 
you’re so adamant that I’m going to hurt you, why don’t we get it over with? I could pin you 
against that wall, and drain you until all you are is a weak, desperate bloodbag, begging me to 
use you. What a nice little family we’d make, a vampire and her pet humans...” 

Quinn couldn’t talk. It didn’t want that. At least, it thought it didn’t. But the idea of being 
part of a family, of being with them, made it happy. It’d even grown to feel safe around Xen. It 
stared into Tessa’s eyes and finally found a single word. “Pl-please...” 

She didn’t waste a moment, holding it against the wall. She held its throat in one hand 
and kept its arms above it with the other. They stared into each other's eyes for a moment before 
they kissed. When Tessa finally pulled away, Quinn was gasping and whimpering. It didn’t 
expect this, it wanted her bite, it needed it. Tessa lowered her head to its throat and growled. 

“You’re mine now.” 

Quinn nodded. “Y-yours.” 

“Good girl.” She dragged her teeth across its neck and felt the girl twitch and quiver 
beneath her. Then, before she could bite down, a door opened. It was Xen. 

“T-Tess?” He stood in the doorway with a radio in his hand. It played a message on a 
loop too soft for any of them to hear. But he didn’t care about that. In front of him, his girlfriend 
had Quinn held against the wall. It looked terrified. “Wh-what are you doing?” 

She turned her head. “Introducing this one to the finer things in this world, darling...” 

He swallowed. Her eyes were red. Something wasn’t right. “Th-there’s something you 
need to hear.” 

He turned up the radio, and a voice started to echo in the hall. Tessa’s eyes started to fade 


back to blue. “Whoever is out there, if anyone is out there, please help us. The song of the storm, 


it never stops, we can’t get out. We’re at 1216 Orthel Road. This message has been set to loop. If 
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it’s still playing, we still need help. Please, we can’t be the last humans. We can’t be alone...’ 
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The three of them sat in Quinn’s room in silence. The radio was turned off. Xen had 
already written down the entire thing, and frequency it was playing at. The broadcast said we, 
there were more people out there, they should have been excited. Instead, there was only tension. 
Every once in a while, Tessa would look at Quinn, and it’d get a little nervous. It couldn’t 
believe it was going to let her drink its blood. 

Was, it thought, I’m pretty sure I still would. It thought about it for a while, there was 
nothing much to do but think. The world had ended. Everything and everyone it knew was gone. 
Even if it meant being fed on by a vampire, staying with them was its only option. It looked over 
at Tessa who seemed to be lost in her own thoughts. 

Xen was looking at his notebook. He’d shown her some of the drawings, strange things 
that didn’t make any sense to her. He told her that he could never tell if they were memories or 
dreams, just that they wouldn’t stop unless he drew them. But he wasn’t drawing now. He had 
locked the door behind him and sat against it. He wanted an explanation, but no one was opening 
up that conversation. 

It was late now, almost three in the morning. It wanted to sleep. If he wanted to talk, it 
was going to talk. 

“That message, do you think they’re still out there?” Quinn knew that wasn’t the reason 
he’d locked them in, but it couldn’t talk about that, not from the start. 

Xen looked at it. “I don’t know. If they were able to transmit that signal, then possibly. 
It’s the first time I’ve heard it at the very least, so it could be new.” 

“What if it isn’t?” Tessa asked. “What if they made the signal and then went away?” 

“Well, then we’ll have to find out.” He looked at Quinn. “Orthel road, any idea where 
that is?” 

It shook its head. “Not a clue, but there are a lot of backroads around here.” 

He nodded. “Okay. Then we’ll have to head back to the library and check the maps there. 


Hopefully it isn’t too far.” 
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“What about the song of the storm?” 

“What about it?” 

“Your storm, her song, it can’t be a coincidence, can it?” 

He tapped on his journal and looked away from it. “I’ve been running from that storm a 
long, long time. I think it’s time I run toward it.” 

Quinn nodded. It didn’t want to lose him, but he seemed to know what he was doing, and 
that was more than it could say about itself. Of course, with that settled, there was still the 
tension of what had happened earlier. It tried to think of a gentle way to broach the subject, but 
Xen spoke first. 

“But before we go, we need to sort something else out.” He looked at Tessa. “You were 
going to feed on Quinn. Your eyes, I’ve only seen them like that once, after a month and a half 
of not feeding. What’s going on?” 

She looked at the ground. That was a question she couldn’t answer. She wanted to, but 
she couldn’t. “I don’t know.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know?” 

She sighed. “There’s a voice inside my head. I don’t know where it came from, but it 
exists and sometimes it’s in control of me, and sometimes I'm in control. When it took over, 
when I had Quinn against the wall, I didn’t feel scared of the voice, I felt like I was the voice, it 
was like all my instincts at once, to feed and mate and survive. It felt like everything.” 

“Are we safe around you? Around that voice?” 

She nodded. “It has never wanted to hurt you. It just... wants to feed, it wants to change 
others. It’s the problem with being a vampire, spreading this disease starts to become a need. | 
think that’s why I’m like this. I’ve never turned anyone, and my body isn’t happy with that.” 

Quinn spoke up. It was more scared now than it had been in the hall. “C-can you control 
it? Like... should we be afraid of you changing us?” 

“T don’t know,” The voice was quiet now, there was nothing to be said between them, at 
least not while she was exposing everything they had worked to keep secret. “Maybe, but I think 
I have enough control to feed safely.” 

Xen let out a single laugh. “Well... at least one of us will remain human. What do you 


think, Quinn, vampire or human, which would you rather be?” 
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Its eyes went wide. The idea of being fed on was scary enough, but being changed, that 
was a whole new level. “I... I don’t want to be a vampire.” 

It was Tessa’s turn to laugh. It was soft, like there was sadness underneath. “Neither did 
I, I just... had to.” She looked at Quinn. “Long story.” 

“So where does that leave the three of us?” 

She smiled. “Like I said, it leaves us as a family. A vampire and her two pet humans.” 

Xen looked at Quinn who was blushing. “You’re okay with that? You looked terrified 
earlier...” 

“T, um, I told her to feed on me before you came out.” It looked over at him. “Sorry I 
made out with your girlfriend by the way.” 

He shrugged. “She’s hot as fuck. How could you not?” 

“Agreed.” It yawned. “But for now, I’m tired. Y’all can head back to your room if you 
want, but my bed has plenty of space for all of us...” 

Xen looked at Tessa who raised an eyebrow at him. They crawled into bed with Quinn, 
one on either side. It was cozy, if a bit scary, having Tessa so close to its throat. It fell asleep 
dreaming of many more nights like this. If the world had to have ended, this wasn’t a bad way to 


spend the post-apocalypse. 
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Quinn didn’t know what it had expected from the library, but the plain brick exterior wasn’t it. 
Xen led the way in, disarming a tripwire trap attached to a nail gun. That was slightly worrying, 
but it didn’t say anything. They said they’d keep it safe, and it believed them. Xen led Quinn 
went upstairs while Tessa stayed behind to organize what they had scavenged. It followed him to 
a conference room filled with maps. On one wall was a whiteboard, with names of towns and 
subheadings of important places, grocery stores, sporting goods stores, firehouses. 

“T collected and reorganized these a week after we moved in,” he explained, “The wall 
over there is this town and the closest seven towns. I call it the local group.” 

Quinn rolled its eyes. “Nerd.” 

“Yes.” He laughed. “Now, unfortunately, I have never had a need to categorize the streets 
in every town. Until now. We’ll each take a town and start writing down street names-” 

“Or we could use the atlas... like an atlas?” 

He looked over and saw Quinn holding up a book. Inside was a list of street names set in 
alphabetical order. “Orthel road, intersects with Cherry Lake road... here.” It pointed to a map 
on the wall. “If we follow that, it leads us to Walton Road, which starts at the end of Main Street 
in Wayfield.” 

Xen nodded his head. “Well... That was easy enough. What does 1216 look like?.” 

It leaned in and squinted. The map wasn’t the most detailed, but something told it that 
they weren’t likely to put out an update anytime soon. “It’s just a house I think...” 

He came over and took a look. One house broadcasting a radio signal from two towns 
over. That had to take some effort. People were calling, but what if it was a trap? He looked at 
Quinn and smiled. It smiled back, but something was crossed under it, not deep enough to be 
hidden but deep enough to not be intentional. 

“Hey,” he didn’t quite know what to say, just that he had to say something. “Are you 


feeling okay? I know this is a lot to wake up to.” 
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It shook its head and leaned against the table. The maps held a pretty straightforward 
path. There was something wrong, something missing. “Did I wake up, Xen, or did I die?” 

He looked at it and frowned. “Why would you be dead? I’m here, right?” 

“Exactly. You’re here. Tessa is here. What’re the odds that we found each other? A 
whole planet of people disappearing, and we three strangers met?” 

“T...” He couldn’t believe he was considering what it had said. “We aren’t dead. Maybe 
there’s just more people than we’ve found.” 

“Then why can’t I remember anything? Why is the last thing I remember before meeting 
you just a normal day?” 

He sat down in a chair and thought for a moment. “No... death doesn’t make sense, 
there’s nothing after you die. No souls, no blinding light at the end of a tunnel, no heaven or hell, 
nothing.” 

“You seem certain of that.” It stood up and drew a square on the whiteboard. Inside, it 
made three vertical lines. “The way I see it, there are a few possibilities as to why we’re here, as 
to what here is. Scenario one: All three of us are dead, and this is some purgatory or hell or 
whatever.” 

“Why can’t it be heaven?” 

“Do you think heaven is spending the rest of time scavenging and hoping that we don’t 
starve to death and looking for clean water?” 

His fingers drummed to a beat he couldn’t quite remember the origins of as he thought. 
“Okay, well that doesn’t mean we’re dead. What else do you have?” 

“Scenario two: I’m dreaming, or in a coma. Think about it, the world doesn’t exist, I 
can’t remember much of anything, and I’m with you and Tessa.” 

“Why would being with us matter?” 

It leaned over the table and kissed him. “Why do you think?” 

“Oh,” he blushed, “but that doesn’t make sense because I’m here, I know I exist. I know 
I’m real. Whatever this life is, solipsistic arguments aren’t going to help, we all think we’re real.” 

It sighed and stared at the blank space in the square. It occurred to it that it didn’t quite 
matter how real any of this was. If the three of them were here, if they were together, then they 


had to act like this was real, no matter what. If it was a dream, then it was a dream well dreamt. 
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If it was in a coma, well, worse times have been had. And if it was dead, this wasn’t the worst 
afterlife to have. 

It walked up to the board and wrote something down, hidden from Xen’s sight. When it 
moved, Xen read it out loud. “If this is life, then life could be a lot worse. We have each other, 
we’ve been through the worst. If this is life, it ain’t a curse, it’s a fucking blessing I’m with you 
on earth.” 

“Mustn't Eat Mozzy. They’re a band I used to listen to, before all of this. That’s from the 
lead single off their first album, When the Cicadas Stopped Buzzing.” It hummed the tune a bit 
and turned to Xen. “Life in an Alley on 27th Street.” 

“So, it’s a blessing to be with us?” 

“T’d say so.” 

“Gay.” 

“Incredibly.” It smiled and took his hand, “Come on, let’s go tell Tessa that we’ve found 
the place.” 

They headed back downstairs to find the kitchen empty. Supplies were still in the cart, 
but all the food was away. The pair looked at each other. Something wasn’t right. They left the 
room and started to search for her. It was late when they found her, huddled in the corner of a 
dark room, shaking and whispering to herself. 


“Tessa?” 
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She watched the two of them walk away and smiled. Her pets were getting along, she 
couldn’t be happier. Change them. She shook her head and went back to putting the supplies 
away. It wasn’t much but it needed to be done. Disorganization was the first step towards 
disaster. She checked the stocks of food and did some simple math. When it was only the two of 
them, they had a few months of food, but now it was closer to one and a half. 

Still, there was another person, and it was cute. The world might have ended, but at least 
she wasn’t alone. You’re never alone with me. She closed the cabinet and walked over to the 
bathroom. She made sure to lock the door before looking in the mirror. It was funny, when she 


first got turned, she was nervous to look in a mirror. Maybe she’d see a monster, or worse, 
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nothing at all. Instead she just saw herself, pale and queer as ever. As it turns out, most of what 
people know about vampires was wrong, and most that was right was hearsay. It’s hard to have a 
written history when everything written gets destroyed. 

There was something different the first time she looked into a mirror. A thin band of 
yellow around her pupil that she swore wasn’t there before. It wasn’t noticeable unless you spent 
time staring at her eyes, and she didn’t let most people do that. Now however, the mirror showed 
someone she barely recognized. Her hair had grown longer than she was used to, from a short bit 
on the top of her head, to a shoulder length tangle. 

She ran her fingers through it. She hated it. She pulled out the straight razor she kept with 
her and unfolded it. She cut through a tuft of hair on the side of her head and smiled. Closer to 
her, closer to home. She kept going until nothing but a few inches of messy, black hair were left. 

She looked in the mirror again. Her eyes were red, but she wasn’t afraid. In the glass, her 
reflection spoke. 

“You look so beautiful. You should make them beautiful.” 

“They already are.” 

“But not like you, not like us...” 

“They don’t need to be like us. We need them to stay human.” 

“We need to feed on them.” Tessa shook her head but the reflection didn’t follow along. 
“How long can that lie of yours last? How long can you survive on weekly feedings?” 

“Tt wasn’t a lie.” She turned the faucet on and let the sound of the water drown out 
anything that the two of them could hear. 

“Tf it wasn’t a lie, then why are you so hungry now that you have two of them? Two 
perfect bloodbags waiting for us to drain them. To make them beautiful...” 

She punched the mirror and watched her reflection shatter and fall. For a moment, it was 
quiet, and she was alone. And then a voice came from the next mirror over. 

“T don’t think you understand. I’m inside you, Tessa. I am you, you said it yourself, I’m 
all of your instincts set to max, I am life, personified.” 

She fell to the floor and started to cry. “Why can’t you leave me alone? Why can’t you let 
me be?” 

“Because, that’s not what you want, is it? You don’t want me to leave you all alone. You 


can’t imagine a life without me, can you?” 
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She swallowed and looked up at the mirror. The person on the other side, the reflection of 
herself, it scared her. But being that person, it felt so natural, so right. She stood up and walked 
to the sink. The reflection was smiling. 

“You must have missed me.” 

She put her hand on the mirror and the reflection followed. “Don’t leave me.” 

They smiled in unison. “Never.” 

She heard the radio turn on. The advanced hearing was something she never got used to. 
She followed the sound, but she was confused. Why would Xen move it so far away? She went 
down into the archive rooms under the main building. The sound was louder now, but she 
couldn’t hear what was being said. The lights were mostly out, but she didn’t need them anyway. 
She made her way into an empty room and saw the radio sitting on a table, playing nothing but 
static. 

She stepped inside and it turned off. Behind her the door closed and she looked through 
the glass, into the hall. Xen and Quinn weren’t there. No one was. Then, the radio spoke up. 

“Hello Tessa...” 

She swallowed. In the reflection on the glass, she saw herself. Her new short hair and red 
eyes. She blinked but they wouldn’t go away. Just like her fangs, they were permanent. She 
raised her hand to the window and her reflection followed suit. She had them inside her, but she 
was alone in this room. 

She turned around and faced the radio. “H-hello? How do you know my name? Who are 
you?” 

“Tt’s so good to hear your voice, I’ve been watching you for so long.” 

She grabbed the razor in her pocket. “What do you want?” 

“T want to warn you of something. There’s a terrible fate coming for you. You’re going to 
hurt someone you love very dearly.” 

“T’d never do that.” 

“Oh good, I was worried that I wouldn’t get to speak to the real you. The person you 
know you are inside and out. I wonder what your best friend would think of you now...” 


“She’s dead, why does it matter? Who are you?” 
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“And there you go, assuming you know everything. Doesn’t that get tiring?” She grabbed 
the radio and turned it off again, but the voice still came through. “Make a choice, Tessa, decide 
now who you’re going to hurt. Surely it’d be easier that way, right?” 

She threw the radio against the wall and fell into the comer. Tears wouldn’t stop flowing. 
All she could do was cry and ask herself for forgiveness. 

And then the door opened. “Tessa?” 

She looked up. It was Xen and Quinn. Her pets, her family. She could never hurt them, 
the radio was lying. It had to be the stress, it couldn’t have been real. 

They sat next to her, and held her as she cried. Xen ran his fingers through her hair. “New 
style?” 

She broke down again. It never occurred to her what they might think. “Please don’t hate 
me. I’m sorry, I can wear a wig, I can-” 

Quinn stopped her with a kiss. It looked into her eyes. “You’re beautiful. It doesn’t 
matter what color your eyes are, or how long your hair is. We love you, Tess, that’s not going to 
change.” 

Xen kissed her and laid his head against hers. “It’s true, we love you, and we always 
will.” 

She closed her eyes and felt the warmth of their embrace. On either side, a heartbeat. On 


either side, her family. “I love you two.” 
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Xen looked over the directions in his hands while Quinn and Tessa finished loading up 
their bags. It was nearly three days of walking just to get there. He still didn’t know if going was 
the best idea, but they had to investigate that signal. Only a week had passed, hopefully they 
would still be waiting. Hopefully they weren’t gone. 

Quinn looked at the shopping cart. “Why aren’t we driving?” 

Xen didn’t look up from his maps, marking points of interest, and possible dangers as he 
talked. “Gasoline has a stable shelf life of six months. It’s been at least a year, maybe more, since 


we got supply trucks. Diesel lasts longer, but it’s hard to find a diesel vehicle, and a steady 


18 


supply of it. Honestly, if we could find a car with a propane fuel system, we’d be good, but we 
haven’t yet because they are hard to find, and searching cars is a waste of time.” 

“Oh...” It looked out the window. It was dark again, they’d be leaving early in the 
morning. “What about electric cars?” 

“When the world started to fall apart a lot of them were taken, they’ve either been 
wrecked or their batteries have been so discharged that they can’t take a charge now. Trust me, if 
there was a way, we’d have gotten a vehicle by now.” 

Quinn nodded. Three days of walking didn’t seem that bad at least. It could have been 
more. Tessa looked at it and smiled. 

“Come on, I want to show you something.” She looked over at Xen, “You gonna be okay 
for a bit?” 

He nodded, and the two of them left the room. He hated being alone with his thoughts, 
but he needed to work on the maps. There were three of them, in case any of them got lost. They 
shouldn’t, ideally, but he didn’t want to take any chances. He copied the first one over to the 
other two as he tried to ignore the thoughts in his head. 

The song of the storm. He couldn’t get it out of his head, he said that he was fine running 
into the storm, but he didn’t tell them why. He couldn’t. He could barely remember it himself, 
like a bad dream lost somewhere after waking up. Their faces, the tears, their crying, hopeless 
expressions. 

The world was over. Maybe Quinn was right, maybe this was hell. Trapped with two of 
the most wonderful people he’d ever known, forced to remember what he did. Forced to carry 
the burden of everyone he didn’t save, and everyone he hurt along the way. 

He looked at the maps. Three maps, for three people. A family, his family. He had to 
keep them safe, even if it meant running headlong into the storm that had claimed everyone else 
who’d been there during that day. Everything has to end, and he felt more certain then, than he 


ever had, that his time was almost up. 
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Tessa led Quinn into a maintenance room and closed the door behind them. It looked 


around, there wasn’t much in here, mostly tools and cleaning supplies. It didn’t know exactly 
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why she had brought it here, but it was starting to get nervous. She approached and backed it 
against a metal ladder mounted to a wall. She grabbed its throat and it looked up, the ladder led 
to a hatch on the ceiling. 

It looked back down and Tessa kissed her. They stayed holding each other for a moment 
before she spoke up. “Well, do you want to see what I have to show you?” 

“T... um...” It swallowed. “I kinda forgot about that, I thought you were going to feed on 
me.” 

Her eyes were a darker red in the dull light. “Of course not, doll, I’d tell you if I was 
going to feed.” She put her foot on the bottom rung of the ladder and gestured up. “After you...” 

Quinn turned around and started to climb. When it got to the hatch, it pushed up and saw 
the sky full of stars. More than it had ever seen. Tessa followed her up and sat on the edge of the 
hatch, watching it take it all in. After a few moments, she got up and led it across the roof to 
another ladder. When they reached the top, it saw what she had to show it. 

“How... how did you get this up here?” On the highest point of the roof of the library 
were two lawn chairs, with a table between them. On the table was a bottle and a pair of glasses. 

“The old fashioned way: rope, strength, good gloves.” She laid on one of the chairs and 
stared into the sky. Before the fall, she never saw things like this outside of documentaries, but 
now, the whole universe was opened to her. All the stars and planets and nebulas and galaxies. It 
was intense. Quinn sat down next to her and smiled. 

“So, all the stars in the universe, well, the ones we can see. Why’d you want to show me 
this?” 

She didn’t answer her question at first, instead she placed a single brown sugar cube into 
each glass, and filled them with a green liquid. She picked hers up and looked back to the stars. 
“Tt’s not this, this is just a nice thing to look at while we talk.” 

She took a sip and Quinn followed suit. The drink was bitter, almost like liquorice. 
Whatever it was, it decided it liked it. “And what are we talking about?” 

She tapped the glass. “When you found me in the archives, you never asked why I was 
there.” 

It looked at the stars. “You were hurting. Whatever took you down there, it wasn’t worth 


mentioning at the time.” 
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“T’m glad you didn’t. The radio was moved down there. I followed the noise into the 
archives and the door closed behind me. And then a voice came through the radio, it called out to 
me, and it told me that it had been watching me for a while, that it knew that I would hurt 
someone I love.” 

“T saw it down there, it was smashed to pieces.” 

“T turned it off, but the sound didn’t stop. I turned the radio off, but it’s a communicator 
too, that’s how it heard my responses.” Behind them, they heard the sound of the gravel roof 
being walked on. Someone was approaching. But Tessa was too far in to stop talking now. “So I 
thought, who of all the people I know, of the people I knew, could possibly have put that radio 
there? Who could have been watching me for so long?” 


Quinn didn’t move. It downed its drink and looked at the glass. “And who would that 


be?” 

“T believe they are standing behind us.” 

They walked in front of their chairs and held out a gun. “Well, I didn’t expect you to be a 
detective.” 


“T didn’t expect you to be hunting me down. Haven’t you heard that the world is over?” 

They laughed but the gun didn’t lower. “Does it really matter? The world is over, and 
you’re still here.” They gestured to Quinn. “And judging by the fresh meat, you’re still feeding.” 

“Well, I’m alive, aren’t I>?” 

“Unfortunately, and only technically. I’d say you’re more undead than anything.” 

Quinn looked at the person who had hunted Tessa down. “And who, exactly, are you?” 

“Oh, I’m what you would call a mistake. In this context however, I’m Tessa’s best 
friend.” She raised her gun and fired. Tessa’s body went limp. 

Quinn stared at her body before looking up at her best friend. It raised its hands, hoping 
to get sympathy. “Y-you don’t-” 

She fired again. Quinn looked down and became very confused. No blood. Maybe it was 


in shock, or the bullet cauterized the wound, or... 
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Quinn woke up in total darkness, and tried to make sense of what had happened. It could feel 
rope bindings digging into its arms and legs, and its chest ached with even the smallest of 
movements. It had been strapped to a chair, but there wasn’t much else it could tell. Somewhere 
in the room, it heard a voice. 

“So, you're finally awake...” 

It was her, the one who shot them. Quinn would have struggled against the restraints, but 
it knew it was useless. Begging was out of the question too, there was no way this monster had 
even an ounce of compassion. Instead, it tried for information. “W-who are you? What do you 
want from me?” 

She grabbed its neck, and it quivered. The memories of that night with Tessa flashed in 
its head. “That is a complex question, Quinn, with a long answer. Luckily, we have nothing but 
time. What I want is to drain you until you’re too weak to even stand, until all you can do is hold 
onto me and beg me not to let go.” 

“N-no, please, don't-” she squeezed its throat and it stopped talking. She said she was 
Tessa’s best friend. Of course her best friend was a vampire too. 

“T want that. I want a lot of things, but I only need you for one. I need a reason for Tessa 
to listen to me. I need a reason for her to pay me a visit.” 

“Why didn’t you just take her and leave me then?” 

“Because, my precious bloodbag, I want her broken. I want her to know that she’s failed 
to protect the two people that mean so much to her. And then, when she finally comes through 


my door and sees her poor girlfriend all tied up, she’ll be completely broken.” 
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Xen woke up tied to a chair. The room was dark but he heard breathing. He hoped it was his 
girls. He tested the ropes that held him in place, but they were too good, whoever tied him up had 
done this before. Still, he needed to get free, needed to get to his family. And then he heard a 
voice. 

“I’m so glad you’re awake.” The voice was mechanical. “How was your sleep?” 

He stared into the darkness. There was nothing now, not even the sounds of breathing. 
“Who are you? Where am I? Where are Tessa and Quinn?” 

“Well that wasn’t the question I asked, now was it? An answer for an answer, you want 
my name? Tell me yours.” 

He rolled his eyes. If they wanted to play games, he’d play along. “Xen.” 

“Wonderful, now tell me your real name.” 

“T told you, it’s Xen.” 

“That’s not a name, that’s a state of being. That’s a peaceful life that you don’t deserve. 
What are you trying to hide from?” 

Despite the darkness, he scowled. “People call me it, so it’s my name. And I’m hiding 
from whatever I please. What about you? Why don’t you tell me what’s so scary about me that 
you had to tie me up?” 

“Fermi. That’s my name.” Xen heard a buzz. “And now wakes the second.” 

“Wh... where am I?” It was Tessa, she was still alive, but her voice was just as distorted 
as the first. “Fermi?” 

“And I thought it would take time for the memories to come back. You’re no fun.” 

She laughed. “You are so much less than I expected. Where’s that fire? Where’s your 
anger? Why don’t we play a game, see if we can draw out that competitive fury. You see, I have 
poor Quinn here with me,” She heard a whimper, and then a slap. “Speak, pet.” 

“Huh?” Its voice was raspy and dry. Whatever they had done to it, it didn’t take it well. 
“Who... Tess? Xen?” 

“We’re here, it’s going to be okay, I promise.” Hearing her voice was reassuring, but the 
darkness and the bindings weren’t so. “What do you want, Fermi? An apology? I’m sorry I 
wasn’t there to save you.” 

“T told you, I want to play a game. A relay race. Right now, although you can’t see it, 


you’re still on the roof, tied down and waiting for a savior, or for the sun to rise, whichever 
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comes first. Funnily enough, the only person who can save you is your dear pet, Xen, but he’s 
stuck in the basement, tied down, alone, in the dark. Alone like you left me...” 

Tess struggled against the ropes, but nothing came of it other than burns. “I’m not 
playing your games, Fermi, just let us go, please. I’m sorry I left you alone.” 

She heard another laugh. “You want to know something funny? You actually did save me 
from dying. Don’t you remember? I thought the marks I left would have been indication 
enough...” 

Tessa swallowed. “H-how did you get here? How did you find me? I thought you were 
dead.” 

“T was kidnapped, actually. Remember the stories I used to tell you about vampire 
hunters? Well, I finally met them. When the world started to fall apart, they came after me, they 
came after us. Some of them wanted to kill me, others wanted to study me, but importantly, the 
ones who were in power wanted to talk to me. How many people had I killed? How many did I 
change?” Her footsteps echoed in whatever room she was as she paced back and forth. 

“Of course, I’m loyal. You know that much, don’t you? I never told them about you, 
about anyone I changed. So they tortured me, they burned me, they made me regret everything I 
had ever done. They made me regret being alive.” 

“But why? The world was ending and they still wanted to hunt down vampires?” 

“Of course. They wanted to stop us from going out and killing every living thing on this 
planet. The way they saw it, if humanity was going to go extinct, the least they could do was help 
them go peacefully, and not at the hands of creatures like us.” 

“U-us?” Quinn spoke up, more afraid now than it had been. “You’re a vampire too?” 

She smiled and cupped its chin, causing it to gasp. “Well now, is someone still afraid?” 
She brushed aside its hair and smiled. “No marks? Why don’t we change that?” 

“Leave it alone!” Tessa growled at Fermi. “Quinn is family.” 

She smiled, her eyes locked on Quinn. “Now there’s the fire. Don’t you worry, I’d never 
hurt someone you care about, Tess, I’m not a monster...” 

“Then please, let us go.” 

She ignored her plea once more. “They locked me in a room for weeks, denying me 
contact to the outside world, denying me blood. It took a month before I finally caved. I asked 


them to let me feed. I begged them.” 
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“And?” 

“And finally, after weeks more of begging, one person said yes. He must have been new, 
because all I had to do was smile and he melted. We fled together. We came to find you.” 

“So now what? You found me just to torture me?” 

“Don’t think of it as torture, think of it as a trial of your strength. You’re my friend, Tess, 


my best friend. I want to survive. I want you to survive with me.” 
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Xen looked at the clock. It had been three hours since they had woken up, and he had 
only just gotten free. The basement was creepy, but not in the way it had been before. Now he 
was alone, and for once, he didn’t feel like anyone was watching him. He opened the door to the 
maintenance closet and looked up. The roof access hatch was still open. 

He climbed the ladder and looked around. He held still for a moment, almost expecting to 
see Fermi standing there, waiting to pounce, but there was no one there. He climbed the second 
ladder and swallowed hard. Tessa was tied down, her wrists red with struggle marks. As he 
walked closer, she called out to him. 

“Xen? Is that you?” 

“Tt’s me, I’m here.” He undid her blindfold and cut her free of the chair. On the chair that 
Quinn had been laying on was a radio and a note. He picked it up and read it out loud: 

“Rise and shine, Tessa. Hope that boy of yours gets to you before the sun does. I’ve taken 
Quinn, and if you want to see it, I recommend you visit me. I’m sure you know where I am, you 
were planning on visiting anyway. Oh and bring the boy with you, I can always use some fresh 
meat...” 

He put the letter down and looked at Tessa. She was quite literally biting her tongue. “H- 
hey, it’s going to be okay. We’re gonna save Quinn.” 

She spat out blood and stared at him. The red eyes still made him nervous, but her glare 
was even worse. “I am going to murder Fermi for what she’s done.” She walked away, climbing 
down the ladder back into the library, disappearing from sight. 

Xen picked up the radio and started to follow her when a voice came through. “Murder? 


Surely that’s a bit much, isn’t it?” 
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He took a breath. “It’s exactly what you deserve.” 

“For what? I haven’t done anything yet...” In the background, he heard a muffled plea. 
“Of course, if you don’t get here in the next, oh, let's say three days, well, there might be one 
more vampire in your happy family. Hope you can keep up with them.” 

The radio shut off before he could respond. Murder seemed perfectly reasonable right 
now. At the very least, it would be the most justified murder he’d committed. He pushed that 


thought away and followed Tessa back down into the library. 
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They didn’t take long to load up what they needed. They couldn’t, a three day time limit 
meant that any time wasted here would be another second closer to Quinn being turned. Xen 
looked out at the clouds that hung low to the ground, almost close enough to touch. He didn’t 
care, he just wanted to keep Quinn safe. They left the library into the silence of the world, a 
silence he didn’t mind, but one he swore to soon be permeated with the screams of a petulant 


vampire. 
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The house was a two day walk from the library. On the first night, they stayed in an empty 
FedEx truck. There was nothing to be said between them, they had one shared goal, kill Fermi. 
The second night wasn’t so silent. It started, as all things should, with them breaking into a 
boarded up police station. 

Xen kicked at a board in the window, but it held firm. Tessa kicked the same board, and 
it snapped in half. She wasn’t in a mood to doddle around. She cleared three more boards and the 
two of them crawled inside. It was dusty and half burnt, but it was safe for the night. They began 
to walk around when Xen found a gun. It was the first one he had held in a long time. The 
memories of the last night he held his gun were seared into his memory. 

“That won’t do anything.” Tess said, looking over at him. By her eye, he didn’t seem 
eager to use the gun, but she needed to be clear, they couldn’t leave anything to chance. “Only 
silver bullets can kill vampires, and I have a feeling all you will find around here is lead.” 

“What about her little altar boy?” 

She glared at him. “I don’t want him to have an easy death either.” 

He nodded and put the pistol back down. “Do you think it’s only those two?” 

“What do you mean?” 

He sat on the desk, and tried to think of how to phrase his questions so they didn’t seem 
pointed. “Do you think the people at the house are dead?” 

“T... don’t know. She was afraid to hurt me, back before things went tits up, but now, 
she’s just not the person she used to be. It’s possible she has them tied up next to Quinn, it’s 
possible she killed them. We have to expect the worst.” 

He nodded and pulled out his journal. Despite everything, another picture came to mind. 


“Are you scared?” 
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She looked up at him, at the way his hands held the pencil, at the way his body moved. 
She knew that she could lose him, that she could lose everything, but she had to try. “Of course I 
am.” 

He looked up for a moment, and then back to his drawing, he realized what it was, but he 
couldn’t stop himself from finishing it. He looked at what he created and sighed. Truthfully, he 
was afraid too, but he couldn’t find a way to say that. Instead, he just nodded along as he drew, 
thinking about all the things he had run from, and all the things he ran into. He was afraid, but he 
was going to go through with this, even if it finally killed him. 

“T need to tell you something, in case we die tomorrow.” 

She stopped what she was doing and turned to him. There was a seriousness she wasn’t 
used to. “What’s up?” 

“T... I’ve killed people before. In the time after the fall I joined a gang to stay safe. I tried 
to run away from hell, and found myself becoming the devil I never thought I’d be. I found 
myself broken and tainted, stripped of the morals I clung to. I wasn’t who I thought I was, I was 
a shell of my former self, someone a younger me would scowl at. Someone | should have been 
smarter than to become. 

“T don’t want to die without at least speaking my sins aloud. I’m not who I used to be, but 
I’m not me anymore either. I’m just... Xen. I lost everything that made me who I was, and that’s 
where you found me. Alone and running from all the ghosts of my past.” 

She walked over and wrapped her arms around him. “There’s too little of a world left to 
worry about all the things we’ve done. It doesn’t matter anymore, all that matters is who you are 


now. You’re my love, Xen. You’re a part of me. I absolve you of your sins.” 
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Fermi paced in the house she had stolen away to, the empty bit of property she had found 
sometime between her escape, and when she found her best friend. Owen looked up at her with a 
worried expression. He had left the priory for her, taken in by the way she held herself. She 
scared him, and he loved that. 

But still, something was different. He cleared his throat, and she stopped walking. “Are 


you okay?” 
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She didn’t look at him. She rarely did, she knew how easy it was to be entranced by her. 
“No. I need this to work. I need to keep my best friend safe, ever since I was pulled away from 
her, I’ve been so worried. So afraid.” 

“And you think she’1l agree to this, to live with us?” 

“T hope so. I never got the opportunity to ask her to live with me when the world wasn’t 
broken...” 

Quinn started to stir, and Fermi shook her head. “Take care of it. Please. I don’t want to 
hurt her family.” 

He nodded and watched her walk away before walking over to Quinn. It opened its eyes 
and looked at him. “Please...” 

He shook his head. “You don’t have to beg. You’re safe, I promise. Even if she turns you, 
she’d never hurt you.” 

It looked at the collar around his neck, it was the color of rust, stained by dried blood. 
“Why did you help her?” 

“Because she was starving, and looking in her eyes was one of the only things that made 
my pain go away. It was a mutually assured reconstruction. Maybe in her eyes I can find what 


the bible never gave me. Maybe I can find salvation.” 
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The night before they made it to Fermi, Xen had a nightmare. He saw the whole world laid out 
before him as he floated alone in the vacuum of space, his suit far disconnected from the vessel 
he had arrived here in. And yet, he was calm. He knew he had only a few moments of life left 
before he passed out, and in those moments, he was allowed to look over the beauty of the world. 

That was, until the asteroid came hurtling by, falling into the earth with impressive speed. 
He watched helplessly as the mass of rock began its descent, tearing through the atmosphere, 
creating a fireball around itself. It hit the coast of California, showering the whole world in 
debris. 

And then the blackness started to creep in from the sides, until he could barely see 
anything at all. And then he woke up, alone and afraid. He looked around, and found no trace of 
Tessa. He stood up and grabbed his journal. Attached to the front was a note. 

“Xen, I’m sorry to leave you, but this isn’t your fight. Please stay safe, for me at least. If I 
survive, we’ll meet back at the library, if I don’t, I know she’Il hunt for you, so please, for my 
sake, run.” 

He crumpled the note in his hands and put his journal away. There was no way he was 


going to stay put. He couldn’t lose them, not now, not after everything he had been through. 
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Tessa ran along the empty streets with a determination she had never felt in herself 
before. She knew she had to get there before something happened to Quinn. She had to save it. 
She stopped for a moment and looked over her map. She was close now, maybe fifteen minutes 
away. She started to walk slowly, she had to conserve her energy for the fight that was about to 


ensue. And then she heard the radio crackle to life. 
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“Oh dear, is my friend all by herself?” 

She stopped walking. “I just want Quinn. Please Fermi, we can be rational about this. I 
don’t want to kill you...” 

“That’s strange, you told the boy you wanted to murder me. What changed, doll?” 

She thought about throwing the radio, but she couldn’t. Instead she just fell against a tree 
and listened to the footsteps in the distance grow closer. “I can’t kill you, Fermi. I just want my 
family to be okay. If it takes living with you, I’ll do it. Just please don’t hurt Quinn, I can’t be 
responsible for any more pain...” 

The radio was silent for a moment. “J promise you that I won’t kill it.” 

The footsteps grew closer. She looked up and saw that against her wishes, Xen had 


followed her. “Thank you. I’m coming in. We both are.” 
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The pair stood before the house that held their girlfriend in nervous anticipation. They didn’t 
know what to expect, other than a fight with an angry vampire. He didn’t want to say it, but Xen 
feared that this was a trap, that Quinn had never been taken to this house at all, but rather that 
they had been brought here to be lambs to the slaughter. He held onto the baton in his hand and 
looked over at Tessa. 

“Are you ready?” 

She nodded, “As I can be.” 

They walked side by side up to the door, and knocked once. No one answered. They 
knocked again, and still no response. Tess looked at Xen, and then back to the door. She planted 
her foot, and kicked it in with a single motion. Inside, the house was quiet and dark. She knew 
that didn’t mean anything, light was only needed for the living after all. She kept the door open, 
in case they needed to escape quickly. 

The two of them walked through the kitchen, and into the living room, where Quinn was 
tied up, unconscious, but unharmed. Behind Quinn was Fermi, looking exactly as Tessa 
remembered, bleach blonde hair, red eyes, and a pair of fangs that still made her nervous. She 
couldn’t escape the memory of begging her not to stop feeding. Next to her was the person she 
had pulled away from the church, standing silently in tattered robes. 

“Well then, you make quite the entrance don’t you?” Fermi smiled. “And not a moment 
too late, two and a half days. I guess your little pet gets to stay human.” Tess took a step towards 
Quinn before Fermi stopped her, pulling out a knife and pressing it into its throat. “Ah-Ah, not so 
fast. I didn’t just want you to come here, I wanted to talk to you, I want your help...” 

Let me handle this. “With what?” 

“You mean you don’t feel it? That gentle tug in your brain every time you feed? The 


desire to turn one of your pets?” 
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She glared at Fermi. “No, I don’t.” 

Fermi laughed. “You’re so bad at lying. You can’t deny your nature...” 

“Let Quinn go.” 

“Oh now we’re getting somewhere, I can see the twinkle of life in your eyes.” She pulled 
out the tranquilizer embedded in its arm. It woke up, confused and scared, tilting its head back to 
try and escape the blade at its throat. “Please...” 

“Hush you.” She pressed harder against its throat, causing it to gasp. A drop of blood 
started to trickle down and stain its shirt. She ran a finger along its trail and licked it clean. 
“Don’t you want to know how wonderful it tastes?” 

Tessa glared at her. Before she could compose herself enough to respond with anything 
more than a simple threat, the front door slammed shut. She and Xen turned their heads, 
confused. 

And then the radio sparked to life. 

“Oh I’m so glad the four of you could join me...” Fermi furrowed her brow and pulled 
the knife away from Quinn’s throat as the voice continued. “My five performers, in their own 
personal radio drama...” 

Xen looked around, expecting people to gather from the woodworks and take hold of him 
at any moment. “Who are you?” 

“Oh don’t you worry, Xen, I’m no one at all. Not to you at least. I just wanted to see how 
long it took, how broken I could make things before you started to realize...” 

“Realize what?” 

“Oh? You still haven’t learned? What will it take, I wonder, what will it take before you 
see the world around you?” 

Fermi looked at Tessa who shook her head. “I have no idea what they mean.” 

“Well then, how about a little help, a hint, if you will. I’ve always found that you only 
really start to know someone once you take them apart. In order to get this hint, you'll have to 
provide me with something of your own. Each of you has a secret. Something that haunts you, 
that eats at you. Tell me, kind strangers, what is it that you fear within yourselves? You have 


fifteen minutes. If not a single secret is shared, then I’ll simply have to take it from you...” 
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The radio went silent, and Fermi turned back to Quinn, putting the tip of her knife under 
its jaw. She kept her eyes focused on it, savoring the fear in its eyes. When she spoke, it was with 
an uncertainty that Tessa had never heard before. “Tessa, that voice, did you set that up?” 

Tess shook her head and took a step towards Fermi. “Look at me, I didn’t do that, I have 
no idea what’s happening, please, let Quinn free, we have to get out of here, we’ll do whatever 
you want when we’re free, but we can’t die now, not after everything we’ve been through...” 

Fermi nodded and moved the knife down, cutting through the ropes instead of Quinn. It 
stood up and rushed to Tessa’s side. She held it close and brushed its hair. “Thank you.” 

“Of course,” she grabbed the radio and led them into the dining room, putting it in the 
center of the table. The five of them sat down and looked at each other, unsure of what to say. 

The altar boy spoke first. “If we must confess our sins, I think it only appropriate that I 
start. Maybe there is something that can be gained from speaking of them openly.” 

The three of them looked at him. He took a breath. “I forced my best friend to be 
converted back into a human. The things I saw them do to him, the ways they broke him every 
single night, over and over until one day they stopped. They said they had saved him, but they 
hadn’t, they eroded every bit of his personality. They turned him into what they wanted him to 
be, all because he had trusted me enough to tell me his secret. 

“Tt was all too much. I started to drink to cover up the memories, and that made me 
numb. One day, he left for another church and I didn’t even see him off. In my head my friend 
had died years ago. That was just his ghost finally abandoning the church he’d long since 
haunted.” 

The table was silent for a moment. Fermi reached out and took his hand. Xen cleared his 
throat. “I was part of a gang that formed when the world started to fall apart. I had to kill to 
survive, I had to kill to keep the rest of my gang alive. And then we had a bad storm hit our 
camp. We lost three members that day, and then, as it passed, others started to leave at night, 
saying that they saw the storm coming back. We never saw them again, they just kept leaving 
until all that was left was me. I see the storm, I see it, and no matter how far I run, I know it’s 
right there, waiting to take me, I hear their voices in the clouds.” 

Quinn tapped its fingers on the table. “I tried to kill myself.” The three of them turned 
towards it, and it nodded. “I couldn’t handle everything that I was going through, and then the 


report came through that the asteroid was coming, and I figured, what was the point, y'know?” 
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Its tapping increased in tempo. “I... The memories started to come back after you woke me up, I- 
I could see myself in the bathroom, taking all the pills I could, I-I remember passing out, and 
then... nothing until you two came around.” 

Tessa’s eyes went wide. She looked at Fermi, whose expression mirrored hers. She 
reached up to her throat and felt the two marks where she had been bitten. “Y-your confession... 
you never stopped, did you?” 

Fermi shook her head, her eyes filling with tears. “I-I couldn’t control myself. I’m so 
sorry Tessa, I... I’m so sorry. I saw your body on the floor and all I could do was call the church, 
I made them take me, I made them kill me...” 

The radio crackled, and the four of them looked at each other. “When is it, Tessa, that 
you began to realize things weren’t real? When was it Quinn? When did each of you get that 
sinking feeling that your life was nothing more than the last few moments of your existence 
spread out over the longest possible stretch?” The voice laughed. It was a broken, empty laugh. 
“Because I knew that my life was isolation before I met any of you, I just never had the words to 


Say it.” 
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PART THREE = ABSENTIA 


“Little boy stood in the face of a dragon, 
Left with the heart of a lion, amazing. 
It’s funny, I left the house so it could cool down, 


But the dragon stayed hot, who’s the fool now?” 


- Prof, Myself 


136 


Chapter 23 - Twilight Embers 


- Abigail - 
The jungle was louder than I expected, I guess silence was a luxury that couldn’t be afforded in 
the land of competition. There was still a type of peace to be found, however. With the noise 
came an absence of thoughts, like a filter being put on all the intrusive, painful memories that 
wouldn’t stop flashing before me. For the first time In a long time I felt calm. I felt like my 
thoughts, however simple they were, were my own. 

Still, that didn’t stop my confusion. If anything, it brought it into focus. I didn’t arrive 
here, at least, not in any capacity I could remember, and yet I woke up in this place. It might 
have been a dream, but after five years without them, I was hesitant to accept that my first one 
would be so lucid. Regardless, I needed to figure out why I was here. Even if I couldn’t leave, I 
wanted an explanation. Humans are unfortunately curious, and I am unfortunately only human. 

I got off the ground and walked along what looked like a path, although it was hard to be 
certain through the growth. The creatures that scurried away as I walked past seemed... off. Not 
disparate enough from the bugs I knew to be clearly wrong, but something about them was 
definitely unsettling. 

I could smell the salt of the ocean around me as I kept on, invading my nostrils and filling 
me with memories of happier times. A trip to the beach with my mom when I was six, a return 
years later, finally wearing the bikini I had wanted instead of the swim trunks I’d been forced 
into. I walked along and tried to focus on the way I felt then. Anything to disperse the anxieties I 
knew too well. 

But the humidity brought other memories, of similar forests, of a putrid past I had fought 
tooth and nail to bury deep inside me. 

It was only then that I came upon a river and the entire illusion of happiness was 
shattered. It wasn’t the decay of the peaceful, blue ocean, but the life of this muddy, churning 


waterway. 
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I watched it flow for a moment, spotting shapes that made me uneasy. Scaled heads that 
looked like logs in the right light, were it not for the eyes that stared at me, unblinking, waiting 
for me to move. The path ended here, and I didn’t dare take a step, afraid that any motion might 
be taken as an incentive for them to attack. It wasn’t so much that I cared about staying alive, 
just that I didn’t want to die like this. 

A few meters away, the beach ended at a tree that seemed to just bridge the gap between 
this bank and the next. I looked behind me, and realised that, although I could go back, I didn’t 
want to. There was a curiosity that burned inside of me, urging me to keep going. A cacophonous 
serenity pulled me deeper into the jungle, and my mind was all too ready to give in toa 
contentment it had never quite grasped. 

I stepped towards the tree cautiously, keeping an eye on the water as I did. Even if it was 
unlikely to help, I wanted to see the creature should it attack. Luckily, it stayed submerged and 
unmoving. I climbed onto the tree and took a few steps forward. It was slick, and covered with 
moss that made it harder to cross than I expected. 

I looked down and saw that same pair of eyes watching me, waiting for me to fall, 
waiting for an easy meal. But that never came. I inched my way across, and made it to the other 
side dry and unharmed. I said a small prayer to no one at all and kept moving forward. Things 
were louder now, almost like the jungle was hiding something. Like it was trying to hide me. 

I followed along the path as best as I could for a while longer, still not quite sure what I 
was hoping to find. This deep into the jungle, it was likely that I’d find no one at all, or that those 
who I did find wouldn’t be the most welcoming. Perhaps that was the point, that I had been 
kidnapped and brought her to see how the local populations would interact with me. Or maybe 
the world had glitched me here, and there was no reason for this, much the same as there seemed 
to be for most things. 

I saw a clearing up ahead and stopped. Amidst a circle of trees was a lone person sitting 
at a campfire. They didn’t look like they were supposed to be here, but then again, I knew 
nothing of where I was. The wind blew for the first time since I had woken up, wafting the 
smoke toward me. It wasn’t like anything I had smelled before, it was sweet and comforting. It 
was disarming, and in the moment, I felt pulled to it. 

I brought myself closer, being careful to not alert whoever this was. I wanted answers, 


but not badly enough to surprise someone this far from civilization. People don’t hide in jungles 
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unless they have a reason to hide, be it from themselves or others. They paid no attention to me 
as I watched them from the brush. They didn’t move at all in fact, until I crossed from the jungle 
to the clearing. 

And as I did, I was met with a perfect silence. The slow tumult of the river, the 
movement of insects and mammals and lizards through the trees, even the crackle of the fire had 
faded into this nothingness that my brain couldn’t make sense of. It was overwhelming, and I felt 
my thoughts fighting to protect me with sounds of their own. I wanted to leave, but I couldn’t 
move. 

And then they turned around, my mind emptying itself not in a blissful way, but a 
moment of incomprehensibility. This wasn’t a stranger. It was the person who’d haunted my 
memories for years. It was Joshua Samptin. 

“No...” I said softly. Josh was dead. This had to be a nightmare. I had to deal with years 
of seeing him in every waking moment of my life, escaped only through dreamless nights that I 
had become so comfortable in. And now he was here, and I couldn’t take it. I tried to back away, 
but the jungle had grown to isolate us from the rest of the world, blocking my path. 

“You... you should be dead.” 

He looked at me with sadness in his eyes. At least, I think it was sadness. They were the 
same as the last time I had seen him; blue and white and distinctly not human. This wasn’t the 
person I saw die all those years ago, this was only a memory my brain refused to forget. 

“T should be, but I’m not,” He looked around and sighed. The fire was dying, but he 
didn’t pay it any attention. “There is a lot to explain, more than we have time for right now.” 

I almost believed him. It felt so real, but there was something in this that told me it 
wasn’t. I felt trapped in an uncanny valley of broken-hearted memories. I tried to tell him 
something, I wanted to break free of this awful moment, but all I could do was speak his name. 

“Josh...” I wanted to cry until I woke up again, but nothing would come forth. I was a 
motionless wreck, falling apart on the inside without being able to show even a shred of the 
emotions I felt. 

“T’m sorry Abby. I want to be together now more than anything else, but I have to go. 
You have to go. I promise, one day I’ Il explain everything, I’ll let you know all my secrets, 
everything you could ever want to know. But for now, I need you to know that when the time is 


right, you will find me. We will find each other again, I promise. Until then, you have to run.” 
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The fire went out before I could respond, and the world collapsed into darkness. And I, 
stranded in the blackness, shouted out for help I knew couldn’t possibly come. Only once I had 
finally given up the small amount of hope I had did my brain drag me back into the warm 


embrace of a dreamless sleep. 


140 


Chapter 24 - As the Butterfly Sleeps 


- Theo - 
I stared out the window and watched the snow fall. I watched all the patterns that the spaces in 
the air between the flakes made. I watched the streets and buildings sparkle as they got covered. 
Snow has always been my favorite type of precipitation. Even now, even after all this time, and 
all the troubles, watching it felt like a respite. The way it fell silently, and left an unmistakable 
mark on the world. It felt calming, like the rest of my life could be put on hold. 

I turned from the window and looked over my apartment. I couldn’t remember the last 
time I was happy being here. It was filled with maps and nightmares and all the memories I tried 
so hard to avoid. No matter what, they always came back when I was home. I grabbed my coat 
from the rack. I needed the air. I needed to be away from this place. I took the elevator down and 
walked out through the frosted glass doors that obscured the world. 

The first breath of air stung, but it was a welcome pain. Anything was better than the 
empty feelings. The snow blanketed the city in a silence so perfect and absolute that it felt 
unnatural. Even a city as small as this didn’t rest at night, there was always someone up. But not 
right now. Instead everyone was inside, or else bundled up quietly, trying to get through the 
night. 

Only a few inches had fallen, but there wasn’t any indication that it might stop. I made a 
path as I walked through the empty streets, watching as lights changed without input from a 
single vehicle. It was surreal, like time barely mattered. I guess given the circumstances, it 
didn’t. I turned down a path toward the largest park in the city. 

Culpit park was darker than I expected, but a few lights still illuminated the path. The 
trees sparkled as I walked past, the snow reflecting as much as it could back to me, casting 
shadows that didn’t quite make sense. The rest of the city was empty, but I felt alone here. I felt 


safe. 
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I carried along, deeper into the wooded path. This park was a mistake. I don’t mean that 
in a poor way, just that it was never meant to be like this. Long ago, when the city was being 
founded, the owners of this land decided to not sell. They wanted their patch of nature left alone. 
And so it was. The city was built up around this outline of forest and woods that seemed so out 
of place that it almost fit. Almost. 

Of course, eventually the line of succession ended, and so the property went to the city, 
and the park was born. Paths and bridges and lights and bathrooms were installed, and a museum 
was made of the old house in the center of it all. It was a very pleasant mistake. 

I stopped at a bench and brushed it off. I could see nothing but forest from here. The path 
was well maintained, but the actual woods remained untouched. I thought for a moment about 
the town, and about Josh, and about our parents. Unfortunately, Mistakes aren’t always pleasant. 

I hung my head, and looked down at the brass placard in front of the bench. Donated by 
Lyra and Koria Vurxon . I smiled, but there was pain mixed in. I’d seen those names before, they 
funded the wing of the school I worked for. They owned the property I’d lost Josh on. I never 
saw much of them, they tended to stay secluded, working on some secret project, something to 
do with satellites I think. 

I looked up to the stars and sighed. What was the point of everything up there anyway? 
All the beautiful planets and stars we’d never get the chance to explore, all the life we’d never 
get to meet, all the memories we’d never get to have. 

I looked back down and saw someone standing at the edge of a frozen pond. They 
seemed scared, like they were on the run from someone, or something. I did the sensible thing, 
and walked towards them. They didn’t turn when I approached, they just stared out at the icy 
expanse. I’m not sure how cold it has to be to make a pond walkable, but I feared the current 
temperature wasn’t quite low enough. 

“Tt’s beautiful, isn’t it?” They asked, holding sadness in their voice. It was like they had 
lost some vital part of themselves. “I mean, it’s not abnormal, the water freezes every night, and 
yet, it’s rare that anyone sees it. It’s buried deep in these woods, hidden almost.” 

I nodded. “The best things are often hidden. Away from people, away from any of the 
things that could ruin them.” 

They took a step onto the ice, and something compelled me to follow. We walked for a 


few more steps before they stopped. “I’ve been hidden. Locked in buildings made to observe 
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people like me. But I guess that’s only fair. The doctor wanted to make sure I stayed the way she 
made me.” 

I didn’t respond. It was dawning on me that I had made a mistake by trusting both the ice, 
and this stranger. They walked a few steps more and turned around. I couldn’t make out much of 
their face, but they looked afraid. Whatever they went through, they were seeing it again. 

“Why are you here?” I asked. 

They tilted their head and thought for a moment. “Why? I don’t really know. Why does 
anyone make anything? What purpose does a creator have for their creations? Maybe, they just 
want to see what will happen.” 

In the distance, I heard a crack. I swallowed hard. “We should get off the ice before it 
breaks.” 

They didn’t respond. Not even a breath had come from their mouth. And that’s when I 
realized how quiet everything was. The wind was still, and by the light of the dim lamp that lit 
the trails, I saw the snow frozen in place, refusing to fall. The world had stopped, and I was the 
only one around to notice it. 

It only lasted a few moments, but they felt like a lifetime. When it all came back, the 
snow and their breath and the wind through the trees, I almost cried. Without a word I turned 
away from them and walked off of the pond. I hoped they would follow, but all I could think was 
that all of this was my fault. I walked home without stopping to admire the world around me. I 
didn’t have time. My mind played a single thought on a loop, blocking out everything else. I 


have to fix this, I have to fix this, I have to fix this... 
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Chapter 20 - Anhedonia 


- Lexi - 
One thousand, eight hundred and twenty-seven days. I looked at the calendar and sighed. Just 
over five years since Josh passed away. Five years since the last day my life had any meaning. I 
closed my eyes and thought about crying before pushing the thought away. Walking to the 
kitchen, I grabbed a bottle of pills and a glass of water before returning to the living room. 

After five years I had all but given up, my life devoid of meaning, a simple bit of code to 
be replaced after my death. No God. No afterlife. Nothing of pertinence or value. All I could do 
was work fifty years, forty hours a week, fifty weeks a year, interspersing my time with hobbies 
that felt empty, never quite fulfilling the void I felt knowing that the end was creeping ever 
closer. Perhaps a stronger woman would have been able to glean something from this life, 
perhaps a weaker one would have been able to leave it already. 

But I was neither; too apathetic to live, too scared to die. So I just began to exist on a 
cycle; safe, and afraid. Even when I did retire, my body would only be able to enjoy it for a little 
while, the women in my family never lived to be much older than seventy. Every day I passed 
families, couples, and kids, people enjoying life, blissfully unaware of the world crashing down 
around them, wishing I could be just like them. Happy, hopeful. At this point, hope may have 
been the thing with feathers, but that ‘thing’ was a canary in the coal mine that was my world. 

Amidst this, I’d found myself in something of an identity crisis. I was no longer sure of 
anything about me, depression had pooled into my personality to the point that I couldn’t 
remember who I was before it. At this point it didn’t even feel like there was a ‘before’, just an 
‘always has been’. Every morning, when I looked in the mirror, I felt more disconnected, more 
disparate from the reflected image. At times, I’d find myself just staring at my face, trying to 
figure out who was on the other side of the glass and why she wasn’t me. My identity had 
become what others expected of me, of my outward appearance, but here, alone in my house, I 


had no idea who I was hiding with the act I put on for everyone else. 
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I couldn't even speak to a therapist about it, even if I could afford that, no one would 
believe me. Hell, I even pushed away the only friends I had left in Theo and Con. They were 
probably just sick of dealing with the sad girl every time we hung out. Not that it mattered much, 
hanging out with them was just a reminder of what was, and would never be again. 

I looked back at the calendar. Two hundred and forty-three days since I had heard from 
Abigail. The calendar was marked in a different color from the one used to mark Josh's absence. 
Poor Abigail, her life fell apart after the event. She left without a word, leaving her house devoid, 
and rotting from the inside out, similar to how I felt right now. 

My phone buzzed, glancing down, I unlocked it, checking the message. It was Conrad, 
asking to talk. Not now, I thought, turning off the phone and closing my eyes. Maybe tomorrow, 
maybe never. I took a pill in my mouth, the taste that used to be repugnant and bitter, now 
normal and expected, and chased it with a drink of water. Laying back on the couch, I waited for 


the world to drift away to a better place, even if that place was nowhere at all. 
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Chapter 20 - Self Lachesism 


- Conrad - 
“Ventomi!” My name rang out as the train came to a stop, echoing in my head, but not moving 
me from my seat. Instead, I sat silent and motionless, looking out, past the window, into the 
middle distance. I know why I ran from this life and to all the disasters I could find. I was trying 
to get away from the things I couldn’t stop remembering, but it didn’t change the things I saw. It 
just made them worse. 

And through all of that, I ended up back here once more, lost and unsure of myself. Four 
years. I spent four years doing anything I could to help people in tragedy. Through storms and 
wildfires, bombings and earthquakes. There was a lie I kept telling myself, that I was doing this 
just to help others. It was never about helping them. Sure, I wanted to do some good in this dying 
world, but all I ever really wanted was an escape from all the memories that haunted me. 

And now I was home. 

Home. I rolled the word around in my mind, and it just felt foreign. I didn’t have a home, 
I didn’t even know what one would look like. The feeling of belonging to something, the feeling 
of having a place I felt safe in just didn’t make sense to me. 

All that made sense was this ever-present feeling of emptiness and fear. The once 
familiar streets of my youth were as haunting as any wartime horrors I’d seen. A trauma so deep 
that it broke me just to think about the survivors. It wasn’t guilt, I was never sorry for getting out 
alive, only saddened by the misery that day caused. For the way it broke all of us. 

And yet I was home. I had nowhere else to go. 

Of course, I had at least one thing I could try, one person. I reached into my pocket and 
pulled out my phone, allowing my muscle memory to guide me through the contacts, stopping 
briefly at the letter “J” before reaching my best friend. Quickly, before I could let my shame stop 


me, I typed out a message. 


“Hey, I’m back... can we talk?” I sat for a moment waiting for a reply that some part of 
me knew would never come. I looked at the screen; left on read. After all, I had run away when 
she needed me the most, when she was the most fragile I had ever seen her, desperately clinging 
to anyone who was there for support, afraid of falling once more. But I couldn’t be that support, 
and that’s something that will eat at me until the day I die. 

“Ventomi!” The man spoke again, this time reaching out to grab my shoulder. 

I stood and looked at him. He had all the markings of a high ranking officer, but I didn’t 
recognise him. Still he looked at me expectantly, like I should have been proud of all he did, like 
I should have felt the way he looked. Like a real man. It made me sick. I may have failed my 
best friend, but I wasn’t a murderer. 

“Do I know you?” 
“Your father and I fought in the war a decade ago, I’m surprised you don’t recognize 
me.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t talk to my father, not since I turned eighteen.” 

He looked back at me. I’m sure he had told all about me, about the ways I acted, about 
how I was going through a phase when I came out. Whatever, he wasn’t worth my time. “Are 
you going to be okay, son?” 

I glared at him. “I just spent four years doing everything I could to help those in need. I 
saved lives and held children as they died in my arms.” 

I rolled up my sleeve and showed him a row of scars. Nine individual lines of mended 
flesh. “Every single person I couldn’t save is engraved in my arm. You walk around with so 
much pride, like the uniform you wear is a badge of honor, or a beacon of hope, but it’s not. It’s 
a symbol of what you’ve done, of what you will do. You aren’t a good person, and neither was 
my father. 

“But I’ll be okay. I have scars that run deeper than this. I’ve seen things that would break 
you down on the inside. Things that would unglue every bit of your psyche until all that was left 
is a shell. Until all that is left is someone like me.” 

I tuned from him and walked away before he could respond. There were things that he 
didn’t need to know, things he would never believe. Not in the visceral way I did. He was a bad 
person, but the kettle and the pot shouldn’t compare their sins. I had just as much to blame 


myself for as he did, maybe more. After all, he had no way of knowing what oblivion laid on the 
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other side of the bright light. No one knew that the tunnel was a dead end except us, and I alone 
failed to save those nine people from the darkness. 

Without someone to stop me, or question my decision, before even I could try to debate 
within myself, I stepped off of the train. I had no plans, no destination, no more goals in my life. 

I thought about the conversations we would have late at night, and in the early hours of 
the morning, of all the things we wanted to do when we got back home. I never added anything 
of significance. I lied when I could and told the truth when it didn’t hurt. I wanted to see my 
friends. I wanted to see what little family I had left. 

The train station wasn’t quite bustling around me, but it felt alive nonetheless, or, as alive 
as it could be. I could feel the eyes of everyone looking at me. I never wore my sleeves up, but I 
still felt like they could see into me. I felt like every single person knew of everything that I had 
failed to do. Like they could tell I was unworthy of their respect. I needed to get as far away from 
them as possible. 

I started walking without care for where I ended up. I could have gone to my house, but I 
wasn’t quite ready for that. Before my house, I needed to find my home. I held four years of 
horrors on my back, four years of watching people die needlessly. And of course before all of 
that, I had the nightmare that started my downfall constantly replaying itself. I needed to escape 


all of it. I needed to heal. I needed to go back to where we were when it all started. 
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I stood at the base of the coal plant and looked up. It was in greater disrepair than before. 
Almost seven years of growth had tured this place into equal parts forest and structure. All of 
the windows were broken, and most of the doors were missing. At this point, it was hard to tell 
the difference between inside and out. 

I looked over at the main building and remembered the figure we’d seen. Or, at least, I 
remembered the feelings they instilled. Fear, hopelessness, and a deep, resonant sadness, like all 
the sorrows of the universe were stuck inside that one entity. I walked around the grounds 
slowly, trying to figure out why I was here. Sure, I had come here under my own volition, but I 
tried not to live under the delusions that I was always in control. Free will was a privilege for 


people who knew less than I did, for people who hadn’t seen what I had. 
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I came to the entrance of another building we had explored, an old apartment building. It 
was nearly impassable, vines and briars blocked most of the entrances, but eventually I found a 
way in. It was sketchy, and involved scaling the side of the building, but I made it in. The floor 
shook with every step. I made it across the room, and looked at my phone. No signal, and only 
seventy-four percent battery. If I needed a light, I’d have to ration it out. 

I tried to open the door to the main hallway, but it wouldn’t budge. I walked back over 
the hole in the side of the building that I had come through and out to the main building. I 
squinted my eyes. Something about the layout seemed... off. There was no way that this place 
had changed, but it felt like I was learning exactly what this place truly looked like, what it was 
meant to be. In the distance beyond the plant, I saw another housing bloc, and one more to my 
right, just in front of the mines. 

I made my way back down and over to the foreman's office. It was starkly empty. Even 
the broken desk and dented filing cabinets from our last trip had been taken. But of course it 
wasn’t empty at all. Plants had begun to reclaim the space, nature taking back what it had once 
owned. Over time, everything fades to the entropy that was programmed in I guess. Even people. 
Especially people. 

I looked at the walls, and found them covered in new graffiti. Tags and art covered up 
what had made us go deeper into the plant. They covered the words, but not the feelings. Even as 
I stood there, alone in the warm summer afternoon, I felt a chill of air pulling me deeper again. I 
could practically make out the words behind every other mark. I don’t think I’m alone. Neither 
did I, it was hard to feel alone anymore, even isolated from the world like this. 

I turned away, unable to fathom going any deeper into that hellish building, and unable to 
spend another moment in that room. I stepped outside and looked up. The sun was still high 
overhead, casting a shadow with the single remaining smokestack. The other had collapsed 
sometime between my visits, leaving a jagged pipe stemming from the main building. 

I looked towards the tower and noticed the steps that spiraled up from its base. I took a 
breath and made my way over to it. Of course there was a fence surrounding the perimeter of it, 
complete with barbed wire covering the top. There had to be at least the illusion of security after 
all. Still, there was always a way into somewhere meant to be protected. I followed the fence for 
a bit until I saw a section that had been cut and curled back. I crawled through and made my way 


to the stairs. 
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They groaned with every step I took, but held firm as I ascended. The further up I went, 
the more this area became disparate to what I remembered. Once I reached the top, I realised that 
I could see everything. The housing blocs, the mines, the road in, everything. I had found myself 
in an industrial panopticon. And just as much as I could see everything, so too could everything 
see me. I felt exposed, open, like at any moment thousands of people would come forth and look 
at me, like they would all see me for who I am, for what I’ve done. 

I took a step toward the edge of the railing and looked down. It was forty or fifty feet to 
the roof of the refinery. It had to be seventy to the ground. My hands shook. One jump, and I 
could make everything go away. I could take away the pain, the memories, everything that was, 
and would have to be. But I didn’t want to. I wanted to find out why I was here. I wanted to find 
a way through, not a way out. I turned around and saw a few cans of paint laying haphazardly on 
the platform. 

I walked forward and picked it up. It was heavy, and the ball echoed in the silence of the 
forest as I shook it. I uncapped it, and faced the wall, nervous for the first time in a long time. I 
was uncomfortable, but that feeling was more than welcome. Anything other than fear and self 
hatred was something to be celebrated in my mind. 

I took a breath and began to spray, covering the wall in large blocky letters. It felt natural, 
the style was almost the same as before, but slightly different, as if years of wear and tear had 
left an impact on the way my body felt inclined to move. Still, I loved every moment of it. The 
air stung to breathe in, but the art that came from the toxicity made me proud, if only slightly. I 
was doing something right. I stepped back and looked at the wall. 

The words Joshua Samptin isn’t a ghost stood proudly for everyone to see. I smiled, tears 
running down my face. I could never bring him back. I couldn’t do anything to fix what 


happened years ago. I couldn’t fix who I had become, but for some reason, this felt like a start. 
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Chapter 2/7 - Adrift in a Dying Sea 


- Abigail - 
I laid still in the hammock and watched the room tilt around me. It was soothing in a way, the 
waters shook the boat gently, and I along with it. I was never one to want to go to sea, and 
although I didn’t choose this, I decided that if I had to be here, I could at least enjoy it. To be 
perfectly honest, that was how I felt about life recently. I never asked to be made, to be 
constructed and given this facade of free will, yet here I was. An illusion of personhood. A ghost 
of what humanity was. 

Of course, in life, there were other things to worry about. I couldn’t exist for free, not in 
most of the world, anyway. The resources were there, and the ability to feed the population 
existed, but the powers that be preferred us to be subservient and subjugated instead of taken 
care of and free. 

And then there were the memories. Awful, haunting things that seemed to spiral around 
me like a spider spinning its web. The more I struggled, the more in danger I felt. The more I felt 
entrapped by the tendrils of the past. Eventually I gave up fighting; it wasn’t worth it anymore. 
Instead I just let the thoughts consume the whole of me. And once they had, I tried to rid myself 
of me. A self imposed ego death. 

But nothing came of that. Nothing good, anyway. Those memories became mixed with 
things I had seen, until the distinction between reality and what my mind had made was too 
difficult to parse. And then I realised that the distinction barely mattered in a world like mine. 
What can I call reality if nothing is actually real? 

So I existed in between nightmares that didn’t exist, and stayed in places so disparate 
from what I knew that there wasn’t a chance of the past catching me. At least, I thought there 
wasn't. 

The room kept swaying, and I knew that I’d have to get up if I were to figure out what 


had brought me here. I tried to think back to last night, but all I found was a wall of empty 
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memories. I crossed the room and opened the door, unsure of what I would find. Fortunately, at 
least for the time being, it was only a hallway. I came to a set of steps that led to a hatch, and 
climbed them carefully. I placed my head against the door and tried to hear a sound, but nothing 
came through the wood. 

I pushed it open and climbed out onto the main deck of the ship. The sun was almost 
blinding after so long in the dim rooms below. As my vision came into focus, I felt the thin layer 
of safety my mind had constructed crumbling beneath me. All around was calm, blue waters, 
without a single pebble of land in sight. 

I swallowed hard as a gentle breeze shook the cloth sails above me. This place wasn’t 
made for me, I could feel it. At the very least, I knew I wasn’t supposed to be here. The wind 
died down and there was a moment of quiet, before a man called out to me. 

“Tt’s good to see you again.” I turned and froze. There’s no running from memories. Josh 
stood at the helm of the ship, his eyes the same violent blue and white as the last time I’d seen 
him. As the last time I dreamed of him. There was nothing I could say to stop this, even if I knew 
it wasn’t real, my brain didn’t care. He didn’t move as he looked down at me. I didn’t either, I 
wanted to be as far away from here as possible, but there was nowhere to go. 

“What do you want? Why won’t you stay dead?” 

He smiled sadly. I could tell it hurt him to hear me say that, but he seemed to expect it all 
the same. He started walking towards me and I backed away, pressing myself against the side 
rails. “I’m not dead-” 

“T watched you die. I saw you fade into nothing in that goddamn building...” I started to 
break. He was dead. I know he was dead. Why did he keep coming back to me like this? Why 
couldn’t I just accept what would never be? 

“Abby... I’m here, I’m real-” 

“Please...” I tried to speak, but nothing came out. I couldn’t stay here, I couldn’t keep 
seeing him. I turned from him and opened my eyes. The sea stretched out front of me. “Please, 
leave me alone. Let me heal. Let me live.” 

I stepped onto the banister and heard him call my name, but nothing more. I fell towards 
the ocean and let myself sink into the depths. As the water slowly blackened around me, I knew 


that the world was soon to follow. And so it did, leaving me floating in an endless, motionless 
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void. I was contended then, Joshua Samptin was dead, and I was going to live in spite of that, 


never to see him again. 
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PART FOUR = BURNING Tht ABACUS 


“So it turns out there’s no god, 
all of our hopes have been lost. 
We held out dreams to the sky, 
and hoped that we’d all die” 


- AHTCK, “No God” 
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Chapter 28 - The Concrete Jungle 
Shuffle 


- Abigail - 
I got out of the cab and looked around. It was overcast, and the majority of the people I saw held 
umbrellas in their hands, awaiting the coming storm. I, however, was unprepared. I stood on a 
nondescript corner of the city I grew up in for a few moments, isolated by strangers that passed 
without a glance. I watched people going about their lives and began to wonder if I was doing 
the right thing, or just damning every innocent soul around me for a dying wish. 

It had been five years since I had left here, trying to do anything I could to escape the 
painful memories and constant living nightmares that this place had brought me. In my dreams, 
Joshua told me to go, but it was my daily life that forced me to run. Too many familiar sights, 
too many broken friends, too much pain. 

I went as far away as I could, hopping trains to places I had only heard about in passing 
before. I meandered my way down to the amazon, in the hopes of finding inner peace amongst 
the unfamiliar sights and sounds. I shaved my hair off and smoked things I couldn’t pronounce. I 
did everything I could to escape him. 

And for a while, it worked. For a while I felt whole, I felt at home. And then the dreams 


returned. 
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As soon as I woke up, I knew I was in hell. The shifting wooden walls told me exactly 
which circle I had found myself in. Hell is about pain, and nothing, to me, was more painful than 
this place, than what I knew was coming. But this time was different. The almost perfect silence 


of the previous dream was replaced by the radio-static of rainfall on the ocean surface. Each drop 


144 


attempted to pry the thoughts from my head as soon as they formed. I stumbled out of the room, 
and made my way out onto the deck, hoping to find some reason for my brain to have brought 
me back here after all these years, apart from a masochistic urge. 

Outside of the wooden cell, I saw clouds that stretched into the horizon, unleashing 
torrents of rain and chunks of hail that left the deck pockmarked and slick. I fell to my knees and 
began to cry. I didn’t need this, I’d been through enough, all I wanted was to be safe again. To 
not be scared. And then I heard him, and my heart broke entirely. 

“Abigail!” Josh’s voice called out for me. He sounded worn out. He sounded tired. I 
looked over and saw him struggling to maintain his grasp on the wheel. He looked older, as 
though years trapped inside my head had left him as stressed and worn as I felt. And still, he was 
beautiful. 

I walked as carefully as I could, clinginging to the rails for support as the ship groaned 
and turned against his will. I tried to call out to him, but I could barely make out my own words 
as I spoke them, I knew he didn’t hear a thing. 

As I neared him, the ship jerked to the side, throwing me to the ground. Josh let go of the 
wheel and ran to me, helping me stand once more. My brain went fuzzy. Even being held by him 
in a dream made me weak. My mind was crueler than I thought. He held us against the back 
railing, pulling me close so he didn’t have to shout. 

“Abby, remember what I told you. It’s time for you to head home, it’s time for us to find 
each other again.” 

I shook my head. “I can’t, please. We can’t keep doing this, you aren’t real.” 

“Abigail I know you’re dreaming, but remember all we’ve seen in our dreams. I’m as real 
as ever, and I’m coming home. I’ll be there soon, but you need to go back now. I’m almost out. 
I’m almost free!” He laughed in a way that made me deeply uncomfortable. It sounded like a 
broken man that had held on for too long, hoping that one day things might get better. It was like 
a whole world of broken dreams and lost souls crashing over me all at once. It felt so genuine, so 
real. 

He lifted me onto the banister and held his hands around my waist, keeping me safe. I 
looked down at him, at his eyes glowing intensely in the darkness forged by the clouds, the white 


flecks burning brighter than the sun. 
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“Find me in Azarath!” He shouted, pushing me off the banister, and into the turbulent 


waters below. 


ok OOK OK 


I didn’t come home because of the dreams. I came home for closure. I wanted to know 
that everyone else was okay, or maybe I needed to see that they were hurting as badly as I was. 
At least, that’s what I told myself. That’s what I told anyone who asked me where I was going. 
Home in search of closure, and not in search of him. 

After all, it had been half a decade since I’d talked to any of them. For all I know they’d 
gotten over it, or convinced themselves it was a hallucination, or had been locked up in an 
asylum for shouting that the end was extremely fucking nigh. Either way, I wanted to see them. I 
needed to. For everything I wanted to say of the time I was gone, the thing I missed most was my 
family. 

But I hadn’t the courage to go to any of them just yet. Instead I wandered, trying to 
reacclimate myself to the feeling of my hometown. Five years isn’t long, but for this city it might 
as well have been a lifetime. Restaurants were gone, Old houses demolished, and worst of all, the 
pathways I had walked for years had been remapped and replaced, leading me to streets I had 
never heard of. 

These changes, for as natural as they were, felt intentional. It felt like someone was trying 
to prevent me from getting to the places I needed to be. Or maybe that was paranoia, maybe I 
didn’t need to be anywhere, not yet anyway. 

Still, after a bit of time, I was able to find memories in the chaos. I walked in the park 
where I had learned to ride a bike, I watched as cars operated flawlessly through the rotary that 
had caused my first accident, and then to the cafe, now closed, where I first started working. It 
was a peaceful walk, but as all things in life, it had to end. I stopped at a truck selling hot dogs 
and pop, and bought myself a coke with the little money I had to my name. Across the street was 
the place I had tried so hard to avoid, Joshua’s apartment. 

For a moment, I stood there, unsure of how I had gotten to this place. I hadn’t wanted to 
walk here, I simply followed the familiar footpaths of my youth. And yet I was here. I crossed 


the street and stood at the front door, looking in at the lobby. It was as messy and useless as ever, 
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with no one behind the desk and little in the way of amenities. The entrance to the building had a 
set of call buttons, and I pressed the one for his apartment. Silence. He either wasn’t home, or 
didn’t live here anymore. Either way, I was going to find out. 

I heard a rumble above me and looked up. The storm clouds had only gotten darker, and 
soon they’d be unleashing hell on the city. I turned away from the building and headed to the 
side alley. Away from the cars and pedestrians of the main road, it was almost peaceful here. The 
fire escapes were well maintained, with hanging plants, cute chairs, and probably illegal grills. 
An urban backyard. 

I reached the bottom of one that had been painted white, and looked up. It was seven 
stories to the top floor, where Theo lived, but the real struggle would be getting to the first 
landing. The ladder was just out of reach, even as I tried to jump for it. Not that it would matter, 
I’m sure with something this well maintained, the whole thing would slide down under my 
weight, alerting half the residents, and getting the cops involved. 

But I couldn’t give up just because of that. After all, I wasn’t going to wait in the rain for 
Theo to get home. Hell, after all this time, I wasn’t even sure he’d want to see me. I looked 
around. Apart from some rather dubious looking dumpsters, and a few cardboard boxes, the area 
was Clean. 

I sighed as I sat down against the wall. There had to be some way in. I heard a door open 
and glanced over. A worker had stepped out to throw away some trash, and left the maintenance 
door wide open. I waited until they had started to open the dumpsters, and snuck in, making sure 
to close and lock the door behind me. 

I let my eyes adjust to the dark hallway. In front of me was a set of steps that led deeper 
underground. I paused for a second before starting down them. In my head, I started to see the 
hallways of the coal plant all those years ago. As I crept past water tanks and heating units, my 
mind started to see the shadows as more than obstructions of light. Behind me, I heard a bang. It 
could have been the worker, but I wasn't taking my chances. 

I quickened my pace, walking as fast as I could through the dimly lit hallways. My shoes 
splashed through puddles and crunched against bits of rust that had collected on the ground, 
sounds that echoed eerily in the darkness. Eventually, I saw a faint outline of light around a door, 
and made my way to it. I froze as I reached for the handle, seeing what had been carved into the 


metal door. 
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They keep watching me. 

“Who?” I asked aloud, startled by the smallness of my voice. Thankfully, no one 
responded. Still, I didn’t feel alone. I grabbed the handle and opened the door, finding myself in 
a blindingly white laundry room. I took a step forward, unsure of if it was real, and less sure that 
it was safe. With the door closed behind me, I made my way past the machines, and up the steps 
at the far end. 

I opened the door to the main building and got into a blissfully empty elevator. I pressed 
the button for the seventh floor. It took only a few seconds, but that didn’t stop my brain from 
racing. What did that etching in the basement mean? Would Theo throw me out before we could 
even talk? The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open. I stepped out and walked down a 
hallway that was way too familiar. At the very end, I came to a door and knocked. 

Nothing. I tried again and got the same response. I looked around as I opened my bag. I 
hadn’t gone through all of that to give up so easily. I pulled out my lockpick kit and started 
feeling my way around the lock. Four pins, simple enough. I pushed up the first one and felt the 
second click into place shortly after. The third and fourth were a bit harder, but still easily 
doable. I turned the tensioner and the door cracked open. I took a breath and stepped into the 


darkness once more, hoping desperately to find closure on the other side. 
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Chapter 29 - Gonna lake off all my skin 


I woke up alone, surrounded by a world on fire and memories that weren’t mine. Even the 
buildings that watched over me—made from hope and fear and distrust—were smoldering. I 
could see our dreams lifted by the heat, filling the air with hopeless orange clouds. There was 
nothing important to see, nothing worth trying to make out. In the middle of a fire, everything 
looks the same, it’s only the outsiders that have the privilege of making distinctions between the 
smoke and the embers. 

And so I sat for a moment and tried to process the summary of life I had peeled from 
inside of my skull. It wasn’t mine, it couldn’t have been. It was a facade born in the ignorance I 
had been gifted, a welcome home to the hell I had long since crawled my way out of. I had 
nothing left to satiate myself with except for fear and pain. 

Around me, tiny spiders clawed at my body from every angle, taking away the screams 
before they had enough energy to leave my mouth. I wasn’t just reduced to whimpers, I was 
reduced to an impudent, worthless silence as the fire's heat tore the skin off my bones. 

The last time I escaped the depths of my mind, I was alone. But not now. Now I had the 
voices of a thousand damned souls surrounding me. 

Each of them called out with desperation and fear and greed. They asked for everything 
and nothing. Embroiled somewhere between the two were cries of help from people on the verge 
of collapse, unaware of the fact that the world around them had already plunged into eternal 
darkness. I tried to reach out to any of them, but they were ephemeral, and I was yet still 
tangible. 

And so they were met with silence, broken only by the sounds of screams and death 
rattles in the distance. It was the same silence I had been met with when I tried to pray for the 
souls of my parents, that silence that had always filled me with contempt from hearing, as though 
I wasn’t good enough for those gods. In this universe, desperation and prayers are but the 


difference in words. I had been desperate, and they had been silent. 
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And so I stood up, burning with resentment and anger. The winds were worse here, 
tearing at my face with sand and gravel, leaving scratches that bled unendingly. The way they 
felt reminded me of something too distant to fully picture. 

I opened my eyes and began to look around. I couldn’t see far through the flames, but 
ahead of me I saw a beacon of hope. My first step towards it was filled with pain, but I pressed 
on. I had to get help. 

And then I saw it for what it was. A tangled heap of metal and plastic, no different from 
the world around it. Except... 

I looked around and saw that the facades of burnt buildings had vanished, and the acrid 
orange clouds had faded to yellow. I tried to think about how long I had been walking but it felt 
like a lapse in my memory. 

I lent down to the scraps on the ground and pried at a side panel. It snapped off, leaving 
worn, rusted bolts embedded in the machine. On the inside of the machine, I read a single word 
that made me shiver in the heat. BeHepa-9. I tried to swallow, but my mouth was too dry. Instead 
I looked to the sky and let out a scream that didn’t relent until the blood had dried on my face. I 


wasn’t in hell. I was on Venus, and I was all alone. 


oe OOK OK 


What a cruel trick they had pulled on me. The simulation I had tried so desperately to 
reach in the hopes of uniting the world, had isolated me on this forbidden planet. The marks of 
my life began to reform with every passing moment. I was isolated and forced into the pain of 
life in a place far too hostile for the most extreme of life in the universe. Every semblance of 
hope in my body had been taken and replaced with an empty devotion to apathy. 

What else was there to find in life? I was exiled on a planet I shouldn’t even be allowed 
to exist on. I felt like Prometheus, sentenced to an eternity of torment, but never allowed to die. I 
looked up from the lander I had hung my head next to and tried to think of what I could do now, 
what there was left to try that I hadn’t yet. I was without a phone, or tools, or anything except 
this fractured panel I was holding onto. I looked down at it for a moment, and my eyes went 


wide. 
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I had woken up on Venus, only a few miles from this lander that should have been torn 
away by the winds and pressure. I was alive, and that wasn’t a mistake, someone had brought me 
here. None of this was real, like so many dreams I had been through, I simply needed to find a 
way out. I stood up, and let the panel fall to the ground. All I needed was an out. 

I walked for an eternity on that barren surface before I found my savior. In the cloudy 
distance, a figure waited on the rim of a crater that gave way to pure darkness. It fell back before 
I could see its face, but I had an inkling of who it was. Memories of the library cropped up in my 
mind. Memories of Abigail. I had a life to return to, I had a purpose. I approached the edge and 
took a breath. [ had to keep going for her. I needed to find my way back home. 

I fell into the darkness, guided only by the winds rushing past my ears. I struck a rock as I 
fell, and felt the side of my body become wet with blood as I tumbled through the air, reaching 
out desperately for handholds that crumbled at my touch. Someone had wanted me here, no hell 
had ever been this perfect before. 

And so I fell, bouncing off the walls and rocks, until my near lifeless body struck the 
bottom of the cave with a resounding thud. Only then did the world finally go black, my body 


isolated in a pool of blood that felt too cold to be mine. 
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Chapter 30 - Happy Birthday sir, in 


Spite of the Circumstances 


- Theo - 
It had been ten years since I had lost my brother to a place I wasn’t sure actually existed. In truth, 
I wasn’t sure anything existed anymore, not in a way that mattered. I spent a decade ruminating 
on the past, living through depression and hopelessness and nightmares of a life I never got to 
live. Every day that went by was another day I could feel them swirling in my head, dragging me 
back down to the lowest I had been. I began to dread the times when I had to be alone, early 
mornings and late at night, for fear of those memories returning. 

Or maybe it wasn’t fear. Maybe it was just anger from losing my brother without 
explanation or closure. Maybe it was the sadness I held, knowing the world was soon to end. 
Maybe it was despair at the futility of it all. 

All I know is that for several years, I couldn’t do much to help myself from spiraling 
almost daily. But eventually, all of that faded away, and I was left feeling empty. There was still 
a tinge of pain, but it was in the background now, like a dull ache that I’d gotten used to over 
time. I couldn’t bring back Josh, I couldn’t save the world, and I couldn’t do anything to change 
the life I was living. 

And then I went to the park. Every single day those events played over and over and over 
in my head. The world froze. There were only four of us who could do anything to fix this, four 
of us who knew about the town. I decided then that I’d be going back, with, or without the 


others, it was just a matter of time, and time was almost up. 
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I walked from the lab to the graveyard where our parents had been buried. The wrought 
iron fence surrounding the headstones and gravel pathways was rusted, but still held some of its 
original luster. I crossed through the gates and started along a path, fidgeting with the bouquet of 
flowers I had bought. Carnations for my mother, alyssum for my father. 

Leaves crunched underfoot as I crossed from the path to the grassy field riddled with 
stones that commemorated the dead. I made my way to their shared plot, and got to my knees, 
placing the flowers between them. I started to pray. To whom, I didn’t know, but it always felt 
like the right thing to do. Afterwards, I opened my eyes and took a breath. 

“Hey...” It was always hard starting these talks. I knew they didn’t exist. I knew that they 
couldn’t hear me, and that I’d never hear them, but I did it anyway. It felt cathartic. “It’s Josh’s 
birthday. I'm sorry I didn't keep him safe like you asked, it digs at me every day, it... I think it's 
finally broken me. I need my brother back. I’m going back to Azarath, I have to try and fix this.” 

The wind picked up and blew a few fallen leaves across their gravesite. I looked to the 
sky. The clouds that I’d seen on the horizon earlier had moved in, making the city cooler and 
darker than usual. It was honestly rather nice, like the world had been muted for a bit. That’s 
what I needed most, the silence of a thousand thoughts and a billion lives. 

I stood up and looked around the cemetery. It was empty and still, almost frozen in time. 
Nothing here changed, not visibly at least, all that was saved for the mausoleums and concrete 
crypts. I saw a few other mourning people, and thought about how it felt when I believed in a 
god. I don’t think I prayed nearly as much. When you think someone is going to be there forever, 
you never spend as much time with them as you should. 

I turned away from the headstones and began the short walk back to my apartment. It’d 
be a bit before I returned here, but hopefully I wouldn’t be alone. Hopefully I’d have Joshua 


again. 


eK OK 


I made it into my apartment just before the rain started. It came down hard and fast, the 
storm season now extended with the rise in temperature. Most people didn’t seem to care, or at 
the very least, they couldn’t afford to. When your job doesn’t allow you time off to fight back 


against the very ways the earth is being destroyed, there isn’t much that can be done. I guess I 
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was one of the lucky ones. Maybe if I got Josh back, I’d devote my time to helping change the 
rest of the world. When I told myself, When, not if. 

I turned the key and let myself into my apartment. It was dark, but even still, I could tell 
something was off. I turned on the lights and saw what it was. There was someone standing at 
my kitchen table, looking down on some papers, and muttering to themselves. From where I 
stood, I could only see their back, but that was all I needed to see. 

“Abby?” 

She stopped talking, but didn’t turn around, her eyes fixed on whatever she had on the 
table. “You never let it go either, huh?” 

I walked to her side, and looked down at what she was staring at. For a few years after 
that trip, I had collected notes, dug into my memory, and did everything I could to map out the 
town. I gave up after a while because I knew it wasn’t any use. The town didn’t make sense, it 
wasn’t supposed to. She had found everything I had written and laid it out on the table like a 
pinboard for a conspiracy theorist. 

I tuned and looked at Abigail. She wasn’t what I remembered. Her long, ginger hair had 
been cut down to a few inches, and she seemed on edge, like she could barely trust herself. I 
sighed. “I couldn’t, not for a while at least.” 

“T understand. I... I couldn’t either, that’s why I ran away. Hell, you remember what I 
was like after we came back...” 

I did. For a while after we lost Josh, she was in a bad place. Even the slightest things 
were able to send her into intense depressions, if she wasn’t in one at the time. If she was, she 
went silent, staying inside for weeks on end, all the while refusing any forms of contact. 

“There was a day, I-it was too much. I don’t remember what happened, but I couldn’t 
take life anymore, not mine, anyway. So | ran, and ran, and ran until I couldn’t run anymore. | 
ran from here, and from any memories of him, and from myself... or, at least I tried.” She took a 
breath, blinking away the tears that had begun to form on the corners of her eyes. 

“What brought you back?” 

“T don’t know.” She sat in a chair and looked over the maps again. “I guess I needed to 
see all of you. I need closure.” 


“So... you broke into my house for closure?” 
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She finally looked up at me, and I saw her eyes. The light they once held had faded. Now 
all that was left seemed to be desperation. “Grief is weird, y’ know?” 

I did know, more than I could explain to her. I looked at the maps again. “I’m going 
back.” 

She followed my eyes. “Back... there?” 

I nodded. “I have to fix this.” 

She picked up one of my maps, and thought for a moment. “It doesn’t matter what this 
says, the town will be different. It’s not made for us.” 

“T know, that’s why I stopped trying to figure it out.” 

“So why go back?” 

I wanted to tell her why, that I thought I could change the world, but it just sounded silly. 
I could have told her that I had no hope otherwise, but that felt selfish, especially as she was here 
looking for closure. But I didn’t have to say anything, because she answered her own question. 

“You want to fix things, don’t you?” 

I nodded, but didn’t say anything. 

“T can’t blame you for that. And it’s not like I can’t stop you from going.” She tapped her 
fingers on the table. “I guess that means I’m going with you.” 

“You... are?” 

She looked at me, and for a moment, I saw some small glimmer of hope in her eyes. “I 
have to Theo, I don’t know what else I can do. It’s not even just Josh, I miss him, but it’s the 
whole thing. The world having an end-date built in, nothing being real, all of it. I'm just tired of 


being scared, Theo. I’m tired of running.” 
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We didn’t want to go back to Azarath alone, we couldn’t. The five of us barely survived 
last time. We needed the others. Abigail and I stood at the entrance to Lexi’s apartment in 
silence. I swallowed and knocked on the door. On the other side, I heard the sound of gentle 


footsteps. And then the door opened and I saw what my friend had become. 
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The messy, yet well-maintained fauxhawk had been lost to a set of longer, tangled locks 
on her head, the shaved sides now blending in with the rest. I handed her the coffee I had brought 
as repentance for waking her up so early, and looked into the apartment behind her. 

It looked empty. Not unlived in, just... empty. The walls were bare, holding only the red 
paint I’d helped her put up several years ago. There was something troubling about all of this. 
She had taken down every bit of art and decor that had made this her home. It looked like the 
whole place was trying its best to be entirely unremarkable. Like she was trying to be normal. 

It was antithetical to everything I knew her to be. 

She looked past me for a moment, and stared at Abigail. 

Even this early in the morning, her eyes held bewilderment. “I suppose you two want to 
come in?” 

I nodded. “Can we?” 

She looked over Abigail before taking a drink from her coffee. She let out a breath and 
turned to me, raising her cup. “When this is empty, you’re leaving.” 

I couldn’t argue with that, it was as gracious as any offer from her. “Deal.” 

She led us to her couch, and took another drink, savoring the warmth. She looked down 
at the hardwood floors and spoke a question like a statement. “So, you came back after all.” 

Abby swallowed. “I did.” 

Lexi took a breath and ran her fingers through her hair. There was a look in her eyes like 
she hadn’t gone a day where she didn’t think about the events of that town. How in an instant, a 
joyous, enthralling world became bleak and meaningless, and how it tore apart the family we 
had. She looked how I felt. Maybe that’s why she was so quiet now. Two painful reminders of 
what was just walked into her house. 

“Tt’s been a while, hasn’t it? Five years now... well, technically one thousand, eight 
hundred and thirty-two days, but who’s counting?” 

“Lexi ’m-” 

“Don’t,” She interrupted, “Please don’t apologize. Trust me, I understand. I’m just happy 
you’re back.” 

Abby smiled sadly. “I am, but not for long.” 

She looked up at her with anger and betrayal in her eyes. “You’re leaving again? Going 


on another vacation while we suffer in this godforsaken city?” 
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“Lex, no, I... we’re going back to Azarath. We want you to join us.” 

Her face dropped. “Y-you can’t be serious. Abby, we can’t go back there, I lost 
everything in that town; motivation, hope, a reason to live, everything. I barely exist anymore 
because of what that creature told us. Please don’t make me go back...” 

Abigail reached out and took Lexi’s free hand. “Lex, we need you. I’m sorry I left you 
here, I should have said something, I should have taken you with me, but I’m back, and I need 
you for this.” 

Lexi turned to me, and I nodded. “We can’t do this alone.” 

She shook her head. “What about Conrad? Why don’t you ask him?” 

“We’re gonna ask him next, we just figured it’d help to have his best friend there too.” 

She frowned. “Some best friend I am, we’ve barely talked in years.” 

“Con isn’t the type to have relationships weaken because you spent some time apart. 
When someone’s special to him, they tend to stay that way.” 

She looked away. “You’re... you’re right.” She sighed and turned back to us. “Okay, I 
will do this, but only if you can get Con to agree to come, otherwise I’m coming back here and 
staying in bed until the world ends.” 


“Deal.” 


- Conrad - 

I don’t know what made me finally come home, maybe I needed more paint, maybe I just 
wanted to be somewhere familiar. Either way, after a year of painting, I found myself heading 
home. There wasn’t anything left for me at the refinery. I covered the whole thing in as much art 
as I could; names of people I’d lost, flowers for those whose names I’d never know. 

When I looked back at the covered plant for the last time, I felt half-empty. It didn’t stop 
the pain of knowing what I failed to do. All it did was make me feel like I added something to 
the world. I guess it was my way of balancing things out. The space was beautiful, far more than 
I ever expected to make it, but it was done. I contributed as much to the area as I could without 
damaging the wildlife; as far as I was concerned it had more of a right to be there than I did 
anyway. 

So I went home. Eventually I would find something else to do, some way to pay for my 


sins that I knew would never fully be exonerated, but for now, I just wanted to rest. I felt like I 
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deserved that. Even God had the sabbath. I pulled to a stop in front of my house and noticed that 
my door was hanging open. I sighed. No rest for the weary, I guess. 

I walked to the entrance and inspected the frame. It was untouched. Whoever got in either 
picked the lock, or used a key. I heard a few voices inside and paused, trying to listen to them. It 
sounded like a few people, possibly four or five. I thought about calling out to the voices, but 
decided not to. I crept through the house that had laid empty for at least a year. There weren't any 
sounds for all that time, I wonder if the walls felt as overwhelmed as I did? 

I should have known who was in my house from the moment I noticed the open door. 
The three of them stopped talking as I walked into the living room. I looked at them and felt 
overcome with guilt. I left my friends to try and run away from the pain that day caused. They 
looked so ragged, so changed from who they were. Maybe if I had stayed, we could have gotten 
through this together. 

I don’t think I was ready to see them again, and whatever they were expecting of me, it 
was Clear that I wasn’t it. “Hey...” 

Lexi looked at me, her eyes caught between relief and guilt. It’d been so long since we 
had seen each other, so long even since we talked. She just stood there and stared. 

Abigail pulled out a cigarette and lit it. | don’t know why, but that hit me hard. I guess it 
was a reminder of the way that day changed us all. Of course, my scarred arm and unending 
broken heart was evidence enough of that, but I could handle my own pain, seeing it in the eyes 
of my friends was too much. 

It was Theo who broke the silence first. “Hey yourself. Where’ve you been? We missed 
you.” 

The way he said that broke me. I fell into a chair and started to sob. Ten years had come 
and passed in the blink of an eye. Ten fucking years. I watched people die, and felt myself break 
in their memories every day, and abandoned the only people in the world who could ever 
understand. 

And yet they were here. They were waiting for me, they missed me, they still cared about 
me. I kept crying there for a while. I cried for the years we’d never have together, I cried for the 
ways we’d changed. I cried from fear of losing them, and from the realization that I already had 


lost them. We weren’t who we were, and we never would be. Some things can’t just go away. 
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But I also cried with hope. They missed me, and I missed them. For the first time in a 
long time, I felt like things might be okay. I felt like I might be okay. 

After the last of my tears had fallen, I looked back up to the three of them with a half 
smile. “So, you broke in because you missed me?” 

Lexi dangled her keys. “We didn’t break in, you gave me a spare, remember?” 

“Oh, right.” I tilted my head. “So why are you here then?” 

She swallowed. “They’re going back to Azarath, I am too, but only if you’re coming with 
us.” 

I didn’t know what to say. I never thought about going back to that place. I didn’t even 
know if it was possible. After ten years of running from those memories, of running from 
everything that I was, they wanted to go back. I tried to think of a response, but what could I 
say? I looked past the three of them, to the blank wall above my couch, and saw myself, younger 
and happier, not broken by the way life had gone. I saw a better life for myself, content, with 
everyone that ever mattered to me. Maybe if we finally wrested control, we’d be able to fix 
things. Maybe I would find absolution. 

There was a heavy silence of expectation as I looked back at Lexi. I tried to find the will 
to say what she wanted to hear, but it took too long. The tv that had sat as dormant as the house 
came to life with a static that made the four of us jump. We turned to face it, knowing nothing 
good could come of this. 

It stayed as static for a moment before the black and white fuzz gave way to a photo of 
the building we had lost Josh in. From the speakers, a voice crackled to life. “Saints of man be 
silent, burn the angel to the ground, breathe life into the fallen, save me from this forsaken 
town.” 

The image flickered a few times before the screen finally went black again, leaving us in 
silence. I drummed on my fingers on the arm of my chair nervously and looked at the three of 
them. We’d all been changed by that town in ways I’m not sure any of us could truly ever fix. 
Still, if ever there was a time to try, it was now. I nodded my head and let out a breath. “Okay. 
Pll go.” 
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Chapter 31 - Tear Apart All Of My 


Insides 


I woke up in darkness. Above me, where I’d fallen from, I saw nothing at all, the depths too far 
for what little light penetrated the thick venusian atmosphere. I wished I could die once more, but 
I knew nothing would come of it. Prayers were hopeless this far from any god that could hear 
them. 

I lowered my head back down to eye level and felt panic circling my mind like a vulture. 
It wasn’t quite ready to strike, but as soon as I let myself go, I knew I would be consumed by it. 
And so I did, dropping to my knees in the darkness, I began to sob until I couldn’t move. And 
then the comfort snuck into the cracks in my psyche. The comfort my brother had told me of 
long ago, when the creatures in the darkness no longer wish to harm you, but instead wish to 
guide you to the light once more. 

When the figments of your mind's greatest fears become your guardian angels, that’s 
when you are Safest. 

I took a breath and felt them around me, each watching me with anticipation. Monsters I 
had created, and those that sequestered themselves in my brain when I wasn’t looking. A man of 
shadows and teeth, a woman whose body should have made her immobile from the amount of 
limbs that consumed her. They were here for me in my time of need, and as I passed them each, I 
thanked them. 

There wasn’t much to propel me through the caves ahead, but the life I still held in my 
body, and the friends I had created in the absence of life both filled me with hope in equal parts. 

But even still, I had to be careful. Hope was not akin to safety, nor was it a synonym for 
correctness. Many travelers had spent their lives hopeful that they were headed in the right 


direction, only to find themselves lost, desperate, and scared. 
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This was a prison break, an escape from hell, and the devil doesn’t usually approve of 
those activities. I kept a hand on a wall as I carried on deeper and deeper. Cave darkness was 
scary, but it was consistent. If I followed the sounds of the world around me, I could still 
navigate. I took a breath of cold, stale air, and began to sing. 

It wasn’t much, but the melody filled me with hope, and in my mind's ear I could hear the 
amalgamations around me joining in turn. I imagined our voices echoing through the caverns and 
out of the entrance I had come from. Even those poor souls on the surface would have a sliver of 
the hope we burned. It was always there for us, it had never left. 

In the distance, the twisting caves lit up with blue and green glow worms clinging to the 
ceiling, their bodies twinkling like the stars of the night sky I had been thrust into. As I passed 
under a large cluster, I looked around, only to see that I had been walking along the edge of a 
rather imposing ravine. 

I swallowed hard and stepped back from the drop, trying to keep my mind calm. I knew 
that there wasn’t much of a chance I’d die, but there was no way a fall into whatever those 
depths held would end pleasantly. I kept along the path, wondering what could be at the end of 
all of this, hoping it was a savior. As I continued on, I came upon paths that seemed almost made 
for me, as though I was meant to be here. 

These are the roads that must happen to me, that I must take. 

Still, the deeper I went, and the further into the cold depths of this barren planet I 
traversed, the less of a plan I had. Even my friends had begun to abandon me. They meant no 
harm, but these were depths that scared them. Something was waiting for me. Somewhere there 
had to be an escape, at least, I hoped with all of my soul there was, because around me, the glow 
worms began to lessen as I carried on, returning me to the eternal night I had awoken in but a 
few hours earlier. 

But now it was different. Now I knew what the depths looked like, I’d seen the stillness 
of it all in the light, and now the void seemed more alive than ever. The cave breathed as I felt 
my way through its darkened body, winds from the outside weakly calling out to me as moans, 
or cries for help, from people I knew didn’t exist, and yet I feared all the same. The last step I 
took before the ground crumbled beneath me felt like a twig breaking beneath my feet, but 
Venus had no trees, and so my mind made it into something horrible. The fall that followed was 


short, and painful. 


72 


Standing up, I spotted a twinkle of light in the distance ahead. Still sore from the drop, 
and now more wary of my surroundings, I inched towards a small gap in the rocks, from which I 
could see that the cave opened to a massive dome room. I made my way along the cracked walls 
to an opening that I could fit through, and found the wind at my back, almost pushing me in. 

I crawled through the crack in the rock, into a cavern whose ceiling was at least thirty feet 
high. Looking up, I saw the source of the light, yet more slimy strings of wiry, green 
luminescence. I watched them for a moment until a drop of the slime splashed down louder than 
I expected. I turned my gaze to the center of the room, where a circular opening no larger than a 
manhole was sat. Another drop of slime splashed down. It looked filled to the brim with water. 

Against my better judgment, I stepped towards it, my throat begging for anything at all to 
drink. As I looked in, I saw glowing algae illuminating a tunnel that stretched down for about 
fifteen feet before changing direction and disappearing. 

There has to be a different way out. 

I backed away from the hole and began searching the room for a secondary means of 
escape, only to find that there was none, even the cracks in the wall had sealed up. Walking back 
to the watery tunnel, I knelt down, placing my hand in the liquid, unsure if it was even water. My 
fingers grazed the surface and recoiled. It was ice cold. I shook my head and stood up, mentally 
preparing myself for the plunge. I jumped in before I could convince myself otherwise, diving 
headfirst into the tunnel. 

Seconds later, I began to regret that decision, as the frigid water tore at my skin, 
threatening to rip it from my bones. I reached the bottom and maneuvered myself to take the 
turn, pushing off into the tunnel. I soon came upon a fork, and remembering the forest, I split 
left, only to be faced with a dead end. 

Panicking as the air in my lungs began to run low, and a burning sensation started up in 
its place, I turned around to see that the path behind me was no more. Suddenly I had found 
myself in a dark, watery sarcophagus of impenetrable Venetian rock. With no hope, I released 


the last of my air in a desperate scream to no one at all. 
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Chapter 32 - The five of us are dying 


- Theo - 
We drove through the city in a silence so still, we could hear it breathing. You’d think after all 
the years we spent apart, there’d be more to talk about, but none of us really wanted to discuss 
the past, and the future was scarier and more uncertain than it had ever been. So with no one else 
talking, my mind started to wander. I started to think about death. 

I guess it wasn’t death specifically, but the end of humanity. The death of civilization. 
That thing—Pirix—had told us humanity had gone out without so much as a whimper or plea. 
That somehow, thousands of years of civilization, of written language, of everything that made 
us important ceased to matter in an instant. And that weighed on me. 

Every billboard we passed, advertising a new phone plan, or an amusement park, or some 
otherwise vacuous and unnecessary creation, they all made me sad. These were attempts. 
Attempts to do the same thing humans had done for generations, survive in a form outside the 
self. We spend so much time intent on leaving a legacy. We write stories with the hope that even 
a few decades from now someone will read them, or we make music and pray that the tune will 
stick around. We built houses and planted trees and carved faces into rocks, all in the hope that 
maybe, someday, our contributions to this world will be remembered. 

But they won’t be, almost no one is. Sure, a lucky few might get remembered, their 
works of art, or the buildings named after them being looked upon for generations, but 
generations fade. After all, how many people can you name from the fifteenth century? How 
many from the tenth? At a certain point, the past becomes just that, passed. It’s gone, like every 
single person who has ever walked the silk road, or rode the Oregon trail. They aren’t 
remembered, even if the paths they made were. 

And of course, I always knew that. I didn’t live a life ignorant of the fact that everything 


dies, I just ignored it, because that made life easier. Most of us run from a truth that we can’t 
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accept. Those who don’t, well, they’re either insane, or the most rational people on earth. I 
haven’t quite made up my mind on that one yet. 

All I know is that there’s a cosmic expiration date, and when that date is reached, nothing 
anyone has ever done will matter. All the empires and histories and music and books. It’s all 
going to fade to absolute nothingness, on a cold rock, in an unending, painfully dark sky. 
Humanity is just one of many species that will die before then. But that doesn’t mean we have to 


fade away at the whims of an alien race, at least, not if we could stop it. 


- Conrad - 

The other cars on the road were safer than ours. They didn’t have us in them, and they 
weren’t going where we were going. I sat in the back seat and looked out at the trees on the side 
of the highway. The ones that seemed so natural, and yet so out of place. Highways are a weird 
construction of man. We decided that we were going to get somewhere, come hell or high water. 
And of course, we did. 

Ahead of us was an old bridge, rusted and worn. Just seeing it made me nervous. There 
was something otherworldly about suspension bridges. Something almost alive. I had the same 
feeling looking up at them as I did staring up at a massive building. It was the same thing I felt 
when I stared into the night sky and knew that I was looking up at a limitless void. I wasn't afraid 
of the bridge, I was afraid of how small and insignificant the bridge made me feel. 

We drilled through mountains, we cut strips into forests, we built bridges over ravines 
and rivers and bays. We conquered nature just because we needed to go somewhere. From 
above, they seemed to wind and snake in and out of woodlands and plains, carving an atrial 
system that transports people and excretes carbon emissions. We conquered nature so that we 
could make it even more sick, and yet, we kept the trees. 

No matter how long I watched them, the trees never moved. From their perspective, stuck 
in place, we were going impossibly fast. But they just stood there and swayed. 

I heard a tale of walking trees once. Someone had said that the forests were alive. That 
once, they had migrated a great distance in search of water on the commands of a god. I liked 
hearing stories like that. The humanity of a culture, the quaint fear of the unknown explained by 
the lesser known. 


Gods. 
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I don’t know what I could say about my religious views. In this universe at least, there 
was only one godlike creature. But out there, where they lived? In the real world? There was still 
that mystery. I knew that there couldn’t be a reason for the universe starting. There was nothing 
that made the big bang, nothing that prompted the world to start, because there was nothing 
before it. A nothing so absolute, that you could never even hope to imagine it, because even your 
imagination is more than just nothing. 

But that never stopped me from wondering. The idea of that nothingness didn’t sit right 
with my brain. I needed more. And yet, I was given nothing. No idea of the things I probably 
couldn’t comprehend, even if they were explained to me. Nothing of the true nature of the real 
world. I was simply left in the dark, as all people must be. The one shared human experience, 
ignorance. 

And that ignorance extended into the task at hand. We had no plan, no way of knowing 
what might be waiting for us. But we had hope. Hope that we could find the town. Hope that we 
could fix what we had broken. Hope that we might find redemption. It was enough to keep us 


going. It was enough to push us through. 


- Lexi - 

I wouldn’t admit it, but I felt safer now than I had in years. It didn’t matter that the world 
was nearing collapse, or that we were headed towards the place that had taken everything from 
me. I was home. I was with the people I called family. 

It’d been a while since I had any contact with my biological family. The last time I talked 
to them, they told me that I was making a mistake, and that I needed to really think this through. 
They couldn’t handle the thought of me changing for me. They couldn’t stand the idea of losing 
control over who I was. 

I guess I should have seen it coming, but abuse was never portrayed in the ways they 
acted. It was always violence and beatings, drunk parents taking out divorces on their kids. No 
one ever told me that mental abuse was just as serious. Probably because they were the ones 
doing it. Control is a powerful drug. I wouldn’t be surprised if they genuinely thought they were 
helping me, shaping me to be a ‘better person’. 

But it doesn’t excuse what they did. It wasn’t hard walking away from my family. It was 


the easiest choice I have ever made. The hard part was watching each one of them turn their 
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backs on me for being different. For breaking away from the control they had over me, the 
influence they had in my life. If I wasn’t the man they wanted me to be, then I was nothing to 
them. No, I was worse than nothing, I was an inconvenience in their lives. I was the reason they 
were alway So stressed. Everything was my fault. 

So I walked away. I took all the pain they put me through and burned it on the bridges I 
razed. They weren’t my family, not after how they treated me. 

I was lucky. I had more than just them. I had Conrad, and Josh, and they both accepted 
me. They both cared about me, and wanted me to live for me. It’s hard to think where I’d be if I 
never met them, or if they weren’t so sweet and caring. Then I met Abby. She and I didn’t get 
long enough to be with each other, and mostly that was on me. I was afraid of being hurt like my 
family hurt me, I couldn’t be that open with someone else. Even if I loved her. 

I only had them for a few years before everything fell apart, but they were the best years 
of my life. Walking away from them, from my real family, was the hardest thing I had ever 


done. And now they were back, and if it meant the death of me, I’d never let them go again. 


- Abigail - 

The car was silent, and for that, I was thankful. I didn’t want to speak. Any thought that 
came into my mind was poisoned with hope or fear, and neither would see us through the path 
ahead. I thought about the maps Theo had drawn. None of them made sense. None of them 
described the way the caves and the forest and that town twisted the world around us. It was like 
standing on the edge of a black hole. The world shifted, with the lights of the past and future 
collapsing into one point. 

No map could be accurate enough to describe what that was like. 

We saw the end of the world in a town that doesn’t exist. Joshua and I became linked in 
our dreams. I could still see him when I closed my eyes. He was frozen in that memory, staring 
into the machine, into the core of everything. I don’t know what he saw, but if the dreams I’ve 
had were any indication, it broke him. 

But I didn’t blame the creators. I hated them for everything they had made, but I couldn’t 
blame them for the things they didn’t know would happen. They may have designed the world, 


but they didn’t know the map any more than we did. In a machine as complex as the one that ran 
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our simulation, regardless how advanced the creators were, there was still no way to clear out 
every bug and glitch. 

A thought positioned itself at the forefront of my mind. A brainworm poisoned with 
hope. For the first time in a long time, I let it fester. I let it grow until there was an ounce of hope 
inside of me. Maybe that was all we needed. A glitch to slip through. A way to exploit the 
system. Maybe if we could find an exploit, we could bring the whole thing down. And things 


would be the way they were when we were young. Maybe... 


oe OOK OK 


We stopped at Mayday! because we had to. There were other stations, but we had to 
come here, to where things had started. Theo pulled up to a pump and I looked around. Not much 
had changed. Ten years later, and the bodega refused to change. 

I got out of the car and looked over at Theo. “It’s been a while.” 

He nodded, and glanced at the storefront. “It’s not on fire.” 

“Yeah...” I leaned against the pump and tried to remember it felt like watching that news 
clip so long ago. We were so young and naive, and unprepared for the life ahead of us. I missed 
being that way. Someone left the store and walked around back. They looked familiar in a way I 
couldn’t quite describe. “T’ll be right back...” 

I followed them to the back of the store, making sure to keep my distance. They opened 
up a metal door and disappeared down a flight of stairs. I propped the door open with a brick and 
went into the darkness. Ten steps. Each one felt more intimidating than the last, and with each 
one, the voice inside my head was screaming to run, louder and louder. There was no sign of the 
person that came before me, no sounds of footsteps, nothing. 

I pulled out my phone and turned on the flashlight. There was another door, this one old 
and wooden. I grabbed the handle and stopped. There was a sound on the other side of the door, 
like someone was breathing heavily. I placed my head to the door, but the sound stopped. I stood 
there, waiting for it to return, but it didn’t. I was once again alone in the silent darkness. 

I tuned the handle and pushed the door open. There was even less light inside. I knew I 
should have turned back, but I needed to see what this was. Something was drawing me closer. I 


walked inside and looked around. It was a mostly empty room, a bit smaller than the store itself, 
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with dusty shelves and old promotional material. There was no sign of the person I’d followed 
in. 

I walked to a shelf with a dusty mirror on it, and propped up my phone. The mirror 
seemed to be an advert for a selfie campaign run by a now defunct soft drink company, Sudo- 
pop. “The future of soda is U!” I took out a cigarette and sighed. I missed a lot in the time I was 
gone. I missed my friends, I missed the world, but I did not miss ads. 

I took out my lighter and flicked it. In the light of the fire, I saw something new in the 
mirror. I leant forward and saw five figures behind me. I turned around and dropped my lighter, 
the flame still flickering on the ground. I thought about picking it up, but knew I couldn't risk 
that. Instead I kicked it towards the shadowy figures in the center of the room, leaving a trail of 
fire. 

“No...” The cigarette fell from my mouth onto the floor as I looked at what the flickering 
light had shown. In the center of the room were five people. They sat still, facing each other 
without a word being shared between them. I didn’t need to look any closer to know who they 
were. I took a step towards the door and the five of them turned to me with black, soulless eyes. I 
felt a hand grab onto me and I jumped. It was Conrad, he’d followed me. 

“We have to go. Now.” He pulled me up the stairs, my feet following on auto-pilot as we 
ran to the car. Theo looked at the two of us like he wanted to ask a question, but it was clear that 
neither of us wanted to talk. I laid my head against the window as he pulled back onto the road. I 


couldn’t break down. I had to keep going, if only because I told Josh I would. 


ok OK OK 


Theo pulled over in front of a motel on the outskirts of the city. It was safer than going 
back to any of our places. He walked into the main office, leaving the three of us in the car. 
While we waited for him, I looked out of my window at the sky above, something I hadn't done 
in some time. It was pitch black. Not a single star shone down on me. Light pollution was always 
a bastard. Losing track of time, I began to think about something I was told when I was younger. 

I went to the planetarium with this cute girl. She was really excited to be there, and I was 
really excited to be with her. As we sat in the darkened dome, the person running the projector 


told us that the universe was infinite, except, not really. What they meant was that the whole 
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universe, from all our measurements, was infinite, but the observable universe was not, and that 
was still much larger than we could ever travel. Somehow, they made billions of stars feel like 
too few. 

I thought about this now as I stared into the empty sky above me, its darkness making me 
feel smaller with every passing moment. Is that limit a thing in the real world? Was it just put in 
place to keep us contained? Would we last long enough to find out? I shook these thoughts out of 
my mind as Theo approached the car. 

He walked past the doors and opened the trunk, speaking to us through that. “We’re in 
room four, no need to move the car.” 

He was right. Grabbing my bag as he handed it to me, it took less than half a dozen steps 
to be at our door. I was the last in, and as I stepped through the door, the world shifted around 
me. I was lost in a barren field, with anthracitc storm clouds overhead and nothing of note for 
miles, not even the door I had left through. Nothing, except for the visage of a person standing 
behind four tombstones. 

I walked towards them and heard a discordant voice that spoke in a thousand languages at 
once, exactly as the monk had years prior. “This is where you’ve come after ten long years, your 
life’s journey wasted. You cannot save them all. You can only watch as they fade before you and 


see their end approaching endlessly.” 


oe OOK OK 


I sat up with a start, riding along a dusty desert in the back of a pickup truck. Across from 
me, I saw Conrad holding a wounded civilian. His uniform stitched with the red cross that made 
it clear he wasn’t fighting for either side, but the ones helplessly stuck in between. We had come 
here together to help in whatever way we could. We were broken, and we hoped that in some 
small way saving others would fix that inside of us. I opened my mouth to speak, but as I did an 


explosion threw us from the truck, and the world became a blurry mess. 
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Around me, the sounds of the jungle brought the closest thing I had felt to joy in a long 
time. It was clean here, despite the lack of sterility, and in this natural world, I found peace. I had 
left home not long after the events of that town, hoping to help those I could before I faded away. 
I stepped into the tent full of patients I had been treating over the course of this trip and gasped. 
Theo had arrived, covered in sores and coughing up blood. I watched him get placed in the cot 


before taking a breath and turning to get my supplies. 


oe OK OK 


I pulled to the stop in the middle of an otherwise empty highway. We were deep in the 
heartlands now the fields and mountains around us telling no lies of the way the world was, and 
for all it was worth, I enjoyed that. I had left the city for greener pastures and found exactly that. 
But even still, I couldn’t avoid my need to help people. I stepped out of my ambulance and 
walked over to a car that had been overturned, blood pooling around it in thick, maroon puddles. 
I walked to the driver's side door, and gasped. Lexi was inside, her body hanging limply from 
her seatbelt, her clothes torn and stained with the same redness that covered the road. All around 


her, broken glass and rivers of oil decorated the scene. 


ok OK OK 


I fell to my knees and looked up. The figure was still there, saying nothing more than 
they had already said. In my mind I played back the many deaths of my friends until I couldn’t 
take it any more. I begged them to make it stop and only then did they respond. 

“Did you really think you could come home and find the ones you love unchanged from 
the way they were? You left them to suffer. You left them to die. And now, you’re all that’s left. 
The last puny, inexhaustible cry of anyone that knows the truth, contained in the essence of a 
woman so broken that she couldn’t stay with the people who had become her family. They 
trusted you, Abigail, they needed you, and now they’re gone, and you’re all alone. But don’t 
worry, soon you’ll be joining them again.” 

They raised their hand and from the heavens fell a storm of biblical proportions. Each 


stone in front of me began to shout, and in the fog of the downpour, I could see their faces and 
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hands reaching out to me, pulling me in, begging me not to go. Each one of their voices 


screamed out to me, “Abby! Abby! Abby...” 


- Lexi - 
“Abby!” I said, trying to shake her awake. “Abby, wake up, we’re here.” 
Abigail opened her eyes and looked around the car with confusion. “Wh-where the hell 
are we?” She asked. “Lexi?” 
I nodded. “I’m here, babe. We just got to Theo’s place, are you okay?” 
She shook her head, blinking a few times before nodding. “I think so, yeah. Just a 


nightmare...” 
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Chapter 33 - When They Rifle In 


Just as suddenly as the water had claimed my body, it began to recede, and I was once again left 
in the still darkness. I pressed my hands against the top of the tomb I had sealed myself in, and 
felt it give way. On the other side, I found light, and with it came hope. I was on Earth for the 
first time in days, and I couldn’t be happier. To my left, the ocean came and went with the 
beating of my heart. To my right, a near impenetrable wall of trees rose up from the edge of the 
beach. 

And despite this, I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. I had found a way home from 
Venus. It wasn’t purposeful, but I was home again, and soon I’d be back with everyone else. I 
took in the salty air, and let out a loud scream. 

“Impressive,” A voice called out from behind me, and I froze. 

I hadn’t considered that the island could be inhabited. I swallowed and turned around, 
finding the tip of a spear at my throat. I raised my hands in a gesture of mercy. At the other end 
of the staff was a woman that hid her identity behind a mask of wood and seaweed. 

I swallowed hard and tried to beg for mercy. “Pl-please don’t hurt me...” 

She shook her head and gestured with her spear. “Walk.” 

I nodded and followed after her, hoping that there was a way out of this. Creations and 
creatures I could abide, but people were never predictable enough for my tastes. She led me 
through the jungle and to a cave in the base of a stone outcrop, where she left me for several 
minutes. When she returned, she was holding a tray covered in tea, dried fish, and a bowl of 
unidentifiable berries and fruit. For the first time since I woke up on Venus, I found myself 
desperately hungry, but chose to wait before eating, unsure of how much my captor would 
appreciate me stuffing my face. 

She sat down across from me, and I followed suit, watching as she poured us both a cup 


of tea from her kettle. “Joshua Samptin.” She said, removing her mask. “Do you remember me?” 
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Memories of nightmares came flooding back, her glowing eyes illuminating the room 
with cerulean light. “No... You can’t be real. You were a dream, how... where are we, am I 
dead?” 

I tried to find a way to speak, but she raised her hand to stop me. 

“T wish I could provide specifics, but even I am not sure where we are, nor who [| am. All 
I can offer you is the name that was given to me in Egypt: Seshat.” 

“You... you said that before, when we first met. What do you mean, how do you forget 
your own name?” 

“Oh Joshua, you of all people should know that it can be hard to remember who you were 
before you became someone else. I wasn’t just called Seshat, they treated me like her. They 
made me into a god, and in my youthful arrogance, I was foolish enough to allow it.” She spoke 
carefully and yet said far too little for my liking. “I have taken many forms in my life, a life that 
has become arduous at best. A life that I wish to change for a final, spectacular time, but I need 
your help in order to do that.” 

I shook my head. “What do you want from me?” 

The woman who called herself Seshat smiled and sipped on her tea before speaking. 
“Help. I want you to help me return to my sister and break her in all the ways she has tried to 
break me.” 

“T don’t understand?” 

She nodded. “Allow me to summarize as best I can. Many years ago, I was foolishly 
devout to my mission my sister and I had set forth to accomplish. A mission you picked up on 
marvelously. You see, you were right to assume that the world around you was programmed. I 
would know, I’m the one who built it.” 

My breath caught in my throat. “What? Why?” 

“T don’t know. I’ve asked myself that question more times that I can count, and after all 
of that, I find only arrogance. The need to replicate what we had been. The need to remake things 
in a world we could control. Our parents weren’t the first to desire an ancestor simulation, but 
they were the ones to act on it. 

“And so when the time was right, we left the Earth behind, but we brought humanity with 


us in all its wonderful, horrible, beautiful ways. We kept records of the home we ran from. For 
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generations satellites circled the pale blue dot, transmitting every ounce of information they 
could. The abundance of information we had once the machine was finally built was immense.” 

She smiled off into the distance, seeing more than cave walls. “For the first time since the 
creation of knowledge, we held everything we could learn in one place, aboard one ship. It was 
beautiful... and then came the arrogance. 

“My sister Pirix and I were gifted the task of creation by our parents, and we took to it 
with vigor. After every project we had worked on together, this was the first that we would be 
heading. It had to be perfect, and in that broken ideal we found out every flaw. We dubbed it the 
Ancestor Simulation Computer Interface Installation, or ASCII. I always thought I was clever for 
naming it that...” 

She trailed off once more, and I grew angry. “Yes, what a clever god you were, you 
named your creation with such whimsy.” I stood up and began to pace. “What right did you have 
to create us, to bring life to the unliving machines?” 

Seshat stayed where she was, chewing on a piece of fruit as though it was her last meal. 
“T agree.” 

I stopped. “You agree?” 

She nodded. “It would be cruel to create life with no meaning, though there is a need for 
a modicum of cruelty in the world. And perhaps a younger me would have told you this was for 
the greater good. She would have told you that the suffering the ASCII created was simply the 
price of knowledge. There were still unanswered questions that the machine would solve for us. 
It could be the greatest statute of recompense in human history...” She trailed off. “Could...” 

“Seshat?” 

She shook her head, blinking away a few tears. “I am sorry, there are more emotions 
behind this story than I would like. A younger me would have said those things, but the person 
who made the ASCII did not. I offered an elegant solution to the problem of an afterlife. 
Artificial Synthetic Humans. They would hold the memories and personality of the inhabitants of 
the simulation after they had died, allowing them to live a second life in our world. To do 
anything else would be slavery.” 

“So what went wrong?” 

She let out a small laugh. “Everything, Joshua. Everything. I had planned periodic visits 


to your world, placing my consciousness inside of the simulation to observe the minutiae of your 
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daily life like a digital anthropologist. The first few trips were rocky, but we had it under control 
after that. For a time, things were fine. I made each visit longer and longer, allowing myself to 
observe more and more of the world we had lost. And then I found myself in Egypt. 

“T was regarded not as human, but as a God. I knew then that I had flown too close to the 
sun. Any further along, and I would be risking contamination of the simulation. I attempted to 
leave one night, and found myself unable to. Pirix had severed my connection to the outside 
world. Even worse, I began to realize that as those people died around me, they were not being 
transferred to ASHs, but had their code torn apart and reused. Fortunately, being a creator of this 
world offered me some unique... expertise. I convinced the Egyptians to lock me away in a tomb 
of my own creation and design. It allowed me to try to find a means of escape through time 
travel. 

“Eventually I ended up here, where we reside now, stuck on this island, in the middle of 
the ocean, with no means of escape back to my world. What has felt like thousands of years of 
toil has been only a few months or years to her.” She inflected on the word as if she could 
contact her begotten sister from her island perch. 

“T felt someone in the machine awaken to its nuance, someone’s mind had cracked our 
code, your mind. Despite my efforts, my contacts with you were brief and strained, the tomb was 
my first success. I tried to contact a woman you knew, Abigail, I think? Regardless there was a 
block the first time, someone else, likely Pirix, attempting to trick her. The second time I think it 
went through, I saw the two of you in the library, but then my contact was blocked as I tried to 
pull you both through time and to my side. Regardless I’d like to apologize, I have a penchant for 
overdramatizing things, and I felt the collapse of a structure of knowledge might help get my 
message across.” 

At the mention of her name, my mind snapped into thought. “Abby. What do you know 
about her? Is she okay?” The idea that she may have suffered his same fate, left on Venus, 
horrified me. 

“Joshua, relax.” Seshat said. “So far as I know she is okay, for now.” She raised a hand to 
stop any interruptions from me. “Allow me to finish, and hopefully all will be clear. Just as soon 
I began to follow your course, I lost it, I lost you. For several days you seemed to be missing, 
until I felt a surge I hadn’t ever felt, a powerful pulse of energy. That was you touching that 


computer, learning the truth. It was too much all at once.” 
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She took another bite, making only deliberate motions. “Then something peculiar 
happened. I felt your presence once more, but so faint it was as though you weren’t even here. I 
listened to the sounds of your existence until I found you once more, exiled to Venus by Pirix. I 
knew I had to do something to bring you back to me. I tried my hardest to reach out in dreams, 
but it appeared you weren’t sleeping. For a year I felt you walk across the surface before an idea 
struck me-” 

“A year?!” I shouted, my voice echoing in the cave. “I’ve been gone for a fucking year?!” 

“To be specific, you were on Venus for three years, nine months and six days.” 

“How, no. I-” I failed to complete a sentence, my mind unable to accept that the two 
weeks I thought I had spent on Earth’s twin was almost four years. “Three?” 

“T understand how you are feeling, trust me I do, but if I may, allow me to finish this 
story.” 

I nodded. There was nothing else I could say anyway. She smiled in response. “I used all 
the energy I could expend without my sister noticing, crafting the lander, the cave, and the 
tunnels. When you finally came across them, I was overjoyed. Using what energy I could, I 
glitched you back to earth, to my time, to my island. We can fix all of this, the last five thousand 
years of human history went by without any ASHs being used, but if I can get to her TransLink, I 
can take her body, and leave her here to die, and be persecuted as an ASH.” 

“How?” 

“Well, luckily for us, she loves making things dramatic as much as I do, an unfortunate 
malady bestowed upon us by our parents before...” Seshat stopped for a moment, taking a 
breath. “I’m sorry, it’s still hard to talk about, even after all this time. Our parents were the last 
generation to die before immortality was grasped.” 

I nodded, understanding what she meant. Even now, almost five years since they had 
passed, I still wished every day to see my parents just one more time. 

She took another moment to steady herself before continuing. “Anyway, Pirix made a 
room, the ‘Halls of Extinction’ she calls it. She showed it to me once, it’s this large dramatic 
room that she uses to control the simulation from the inside. In it are several large doors that 
correspond to a time in earth’s history when a massive dying happened. You were just steps 


away from it in Azarath, before you touched that computer. All we have to do is find a way to 
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that door, which from what I know should be across this sea, to the Chicxulub meteor site, or 
where it will be.” 

“And how exactly do you expect to get there from here?” 

“Joshua, I’ve been stuck on this island for several thousand years. Do you think I have sat 
here, wallowing in self-pity?” She shook her head. “I have crafted a vessel fit for sea, but I have 
no skills in the captaincy of a boat, and as I said, I possess such little power at this point, due to 
the aforementioned Venus expeditions and our previous meetings.” 

“And you think I have both knowledge of how to pilot a boat,” I began, wondering how 
to even finish my thought. “And some form of power?” 

“As for the ship, I assume that, surely, you have more knowledge on the subject than I.” 

“T mean, I know in theory how to, but that doesn’t mean anything in principle. I don’t 
know if you realize this, Se, but I’m just a kid. I don’t have any powers, I don’t have anything 
but desperation in my soul.” 

“Desperation is a powerful thing to wield, Joshua. You’re more than just a kid, you’re 
one of the only people who know the truth. You have survived more than most people have in 
their lifetimes. I know we can do this together, but you have to believe in yourself.” She looked 
at me with hope in her eyes, a feeling I desperately wanted to share. I nodded my head and let 
out a breath. In the distance, I heard the sound of thunder and realized that there was little to do 
but carry on through the storms ahead of us. 


“Okay. Let’s go find the end of the world.” 
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Chapter 34 - Homesick 


- Abigail - 
We gathered around Theo’s table, which was still covered in the maps he had tried to make. I 
looked over each of them and saw nothing of value. We couldn’t go off of intuition because the 
caves didn’t bend to our perception of reality. We had to learn to bend to it, or break like so 
many fragile minds lost in the dark. There was, however, one useful thing found amidst the 
sprawl. 

I picked up the proposed map of the failed subway system, and looked at it. Almost every 
station was crossed out with red pen. I had a feeling that he hadn’t just been digging for fossils 
the last few years, but digging beneath the streets of our city, looking for Azarath. And despite 
that hunt, three locations were still unexplored. 

I looked at Theo, “So, The School, Town Hall, and The Mayor's house?” 

He nodded. “I haven’t been able to get to any of them. I checked the school, but I 
couldn’t find a way back to the second basement, and now that I work at the natural history 
museum, I can’t get us in anyway.” 

“And the mayor's house is under tight security, so... we’re going to break into town 
hall?” 

Again he nodded, “It’s not a smart plan, but it’s our only plan.” 

I looked across the table to Conrad and Lexi. “Okay,” I said, “Con, can you get us the 
blueprints to town hall?” 

He tilted his head, “I’ll give it a try, Theo can I-” 

“Yeah, it’s over there,” He interrupted, gesturing to the desk in the corner. He and Lexi 
set off finding them. Theo looked at me. “You broke into my apartment, can you do the same for 
town hall?” 

I drummed my fingers on the table. I wasn’t a stranger to poor life choices, and 


dangerous journeys, but this was risky. We could be facing serious jail time if we got caught. I 
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piled up the notes and set them aside before looking at Theo. “If Con can find the blueprints, 
then I think I can get us in.” 

“But?” 

“But we’d be breaking into a government owned property, on a hunch. If we get caught, 
it’s a minimum of three years in prison.” 

He leaned against the counter and shook his head. “Well then, I guess we better not get 
caught—because if there is even a fraction of a percent of a chance to save Josh—I’m taking it.” 

Conrad called out to us from across the room, “I found it.” 


I smiled. “Sounds like we’re breaking in.” 


oe OOK OK 


Surprisingly, breaking into a state owned building doesn’t start during the night—when 
the air is cool, and the winds are calm, and all is still—it starts instead in the bustling, open day, 
where everyone can see your face. At least most of my face. The rest was hidden behind a cloth 
mask, and a rather auspicious pair of aviators. I considered going Blues Brothers, but attracting 
attention was the opposite of what I had in mind. 

Truthfully, it starts several weeks beforehand, in a series of reconnaissance missions to 
the building you’re attempting to—ahem—borrow for the night. Every time I went, I made a 
mental map of the hallways I walked down. Each visit was a different route, each time I came 
supplied with different questions, at different times of day, in a different outfit. Just because the 
letter of the law gives you access to a location, doesn’t mean the authoritarians who control it 
will allow that access to be indefinite. 

The first hurdle appeared just inside the doors, where security, metal detectors, and x-ray 
machines reduced the amount of items I would be able to sneak in. When I stepped through the 
doors I had only two tools—a climbing grade carabiner, and a paracord bracelet—both stowed in 
my purse. I went through without trouble, and made my way to the top floor. 

I walked along a hallway until I came to a set of benches either side of a door. I pressed 
on the door, and to my pleasant surprise, it opened. I stepped inside, and found myself in yet 
another maintenance room—all dim lights and dusty tools. These were becoming alarmingly 


common in my life. I walked along the length of it to the other end, where a wooden door waited 
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for me. I pressed my ear against it and listened. No sounds came through the other side. I took a 
quick look around before I left, but I found no overalls to slip into. For the best, I suppose, I 
wouldn’t want anyone asking for my ID. 

I opened the door to a boiler room that sat silent and dead. It was, after all, the heat of 
summer. There was no need to provide any additional warmth to the building, especially since 
the workers provided so much on their own. I closed the door behind me and took out the 
paracord bracelet and began to unravel it. I was going to be here for the next several hours, but It 


was better to be prepared than to be late. 


ok OOK OK 


A few hours later, an alarm went off on my phone. I had kept the sound off, but the 
vibrations on. I couldn’t risk anyone hearing it. It was midnight, time for me to fulfill my side of 
the break-in. I stepped out of the hallway, and into a quiet, dim town hall. I stepped quickly, 
making my way down to the ground floor, which hung a few feet over the actual ground outside. 
I slipped into a break room, and cracked a window. 

Outside, Theo waited for me. He was leaning against the wall with a backpack on, 
smoking a cigarette. If anyone looked over, they wouldn’t think twice about what they were 
seeing. I lowered the carabiner down by the paracord, and watched as he feigned a stretch— 
Attaching the line to his bag. I gave it a tug and he walked away, leaving the black bag dangling 
in the shadows. I pulled it up and into the building. 

Inside was the most important part of this plan: a rope ladder. I carefully moved across 
town hall, to the second floor on the west side, where Lexi and Con were waiting for me. I 
attached the escape ladder to the window, and slowly let it down. A moment later the two of 
them came climbing up, followed shortly by Theo. 

We all looked at each other and nodded. So far, so good. We put on our headlamps and 
walked in a line to the basement entry steps. We went quickly and as silently as possible, 
working our way down into the archives. We walked past business records and housing deeds, to 
the lower maintenance room. We stepped inside and turned on our lights. Here, in the darkness 


below the city, the first step of our journey began. 
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At the back of the room was a sturdy metal shelf in front of an even sturdier metal door. I 
took out the paracord and tied the door shut, connecting the handle to a pipe that ran parallel to 
the door itself. It would be a pain for the next people that needed to get in, but it had to be done. I 
tightened the knot and looked at Theo and Conrad. 

“Okay, take the shelf down.” 

They nodded and pulled the shelf away from the door with a grunt and a scrape along the 
floor. I stepped forward to the lock and took out the pick set from Theo’s bag. First pin, second, 
nothing on third, fourth, back to third, tensioner. No one ever uses good locks, especially not 
older buildings. I pulled the door open and looked into the darkness ahead of us. My light barely 
had an effect, and yet I felt that old pull. That desire to go as far as the tunnels would let me. 

I swallowed, and started to walk down a set of metal steps that creaked with every ounce 
of weight applied to them. The others followed me in mortuary silence, respectful of the paths 
the dead had walked before, prepared to be those who are walked alongside in the future. This 
station was even less well put together than the original, and more abandoned. There wasn’t even 
a single mark of graffiti or human rubbish. Instead there was only the stale air and dirt that the 
construction crews had left behind. 

We stepped off of what was supposed to be a platform—but was only plywood and metal 
supports at this point—and onto the dirt roads that wouldn’t get to hold a single rail. The path 
here went in two directions, north towards the richer parts of town, and south towards the school. 
We followed the latter, watching as the dark became oppressive once more. A thousand eyes 
came forth, returning my gaze, watching us as we walked on unbothered. Pirix was not going to 
scare me anymore, I had to make it to Josh, and that path was not driven with fear. 

And then, in the distance ahead, my house sat; waiting, alone, and broken. I stepped 
towards it, and saw the unnatural structures that jutted from it, as though it had grown tumors 
since we last met, harboring in itself the loneliness and hatred it felt for the way I abandoned it. I 
could feel it calling out to me as the four of us stood there. I could hear it weeping for my return. 
Crying that my efforts were too little, that I was too late. 

But I knew that houses didn’t cry, and as we approached, I saw that they didn’t age in 
that uniquely human way, they didn’t form growths, they simply sat and rotted from the outside 
in. It was a worn down house that existed only in the depths of this abandoned hell, deep beneath 


a city built on the deaths of several hundred people, but it was only a house. 


192 


193 


Chapter 30 - Mom And Dada, Think 
You ll Be Saved 


We waited out the storm for three arduous weeks. Every day I awoke, and ventured to the front 
door, hearing a torrent of wind and rain and hail on the other side. At least, I think It was three 
weeks. In the boarded up hovel, time felt different, almost nonexistent. I wanted to see her ship, I 
wanted to escape the island I had washed up on. And then one day the storm began to abade, and 
we were free to leave the cave she had made into a home. 

As she led me through the paths she had carved, I saw etchings of symbols on various 
trees that matched the tattoos scrawled on her body and the message she had left me in pompeii. 
“What do they say?” 

She stopped at one of them and traced it lightly with her finger. I could see something 
building behind the pious veneer she adorned, but she swallowed it down and shook her head. “It 
doesn’t quite matter what they say. It’s just a mark of anger now, a pain that I made visual 
through years of frustration.” 

“T assume the same can be said of your skin?” 

She turned from the tree she had been holding onto, and started to walk again. “I have 
been isolated for a thousand years, Joshua. The words I wear betray every ounce of hatred and 
misery in my body. I left Egypt and traveled as far as I could, through time and across the lands 
until I had nothing left inside me. I took what few supplies I could carry, and manifested an 
island locked in the past, away from her prying eyes, and yet even here I find that her existence 
burns a hole in my heart that grows with every passing day.” 

Around us vegetation grew thick and tall, isolating us from the sounds of the ocean just a 
few miles away. “It’s beautiful, truly.” 

The light grew in her eyes once more. “Thank you. I had planned to stay here for only a 
short period of time, but that plan never came to pass. It seems there is no cavalry coming, we 


have to save ourselves if we wish to be freed from the chains that bind us.” 
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“And that’s why you drew me here?” 

“Tt’s... complicated. There is a way back into the halls, but it will take more than just me 
working my way through the system. I need your help. I think that when you reached out to the 
computer in her monolith, you gained the ability to navigate the world in the same way we do.” 

“Navigate the world?” I asked, slightly glad that I was back to being just as confused as 
when we started talking. I’m fine with helping people, but gods are a different story. “Like 
contacting people in their dreams and traveling through time?” 

Seshat smiled. “Something like that. Don’t worry, I’m sure we can work on it when we 
get home,” she brushed aside a patch of palm leaves that had fallen in our path like a curtain, 
revealing the ship she had built. “For now, we have a vessel to fix.” 

I don’t know what I was expecting when she had told me about the boat, but this wasn’t 
it. At the end of a rather impressive dock sat a ship crafted with care and precision. The mast was 
adomed with hand stitched sails and rope I could only assume took years in and of itself to make. 
I couldn’t imagine the amount of blood, sweat, and tears that went into making it, and I was to 
captain this craft on her maiden voyage. 

“What do you think?” Seshat asked. 

Despite the beauty of the ship, and the effort I knew its construction must have taken. I 
knew it wasn’t perfect. The storm had taken its toll, and from where I stood I saw a few 
improvements that could be made to ensure survival on a trip across the sea. “I want to see the 
inside.” 

“Of course,” she said, pulling down the gangplank to allow me onto the ship. “Careful 
though, I’m not sure of what damages it may have that are yet unseen.” 

I nodded and stepped on-board. I didn’t know much about ship building, but to my best 
guess, the second mast was supposed to remain upright, and not splayed out on the deck. I took a 
few more minutes to look around before beginning to put my ideas into speech. “Okay, so first 
things first, we need double of everything. Two is one, one is none. Four sails, four masts, two 
wheels, you get the picture.” I looked around a bit more before noticing something peculiar. “No 
lifeboats?” I asked. 

“T did not construct any, no.” 

“Okay, we will have to be sure to stock at least one, it saved the life of the men on the 


Essex. Well, some of them, anyway.” As we headed below deck, the empty space began to 
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imbue my brain with more plans. “We should make rooms down here, one for me, one for you. 
That way we can take shifts steering, watching for storms, or worse, monsters.” 

Seshat looked at me as though I had told her that we should have made a plane. “Are you 
honestly afraid of monsters?” 

I looked back at her with intense sincerity. “I have no idea how deep your knowledge of 
ancient creature history is, but when you have a paleontologist for a brother-” I stopped. Theo. 
We’d been apart for almost four years, according to Se, and this was the first time I’d even 
thought about him. I fell back against the side of the damaged boat, sitting below deck as the 
tides rocked me back and forth. How could I forget about my brother, what kind of person ju-. 

“Joshua?” Seshat asked as she took a seat next to me. “Are you okay?” 

I wiped my eyes and turned to look at her. “No, no I’m not. We need to get back to my 
time, we need to get this boat up and running.” I took a breath, shifting my focus into the work at 
hand. The faster we build this, the faster we can escape. “Like I was saying, if we are when you 
said we are, there are some significantly large creatures, larger than this boat, that roam these 
waters, the kind of things that would swallow us both whole and not even think twice. We need 
protection, bows, arrows, spears, anything ranged and pointy.” 

She nodded her head and stood up, offering her hand which I took. As the two of us 
walked back onto land, she began to plan. “We must make haste, we only have six years before 
the meteor will crash into the oceans east of Mexico, and if we aren’t there, we will never be able 
to escape. Come hell or high water, we have to make it there if we are to save your family and 


stop my cruel sister from deifying herself.” 
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That afternoon we returned home with a list of things to fix before we left. I began 
organizing them into similar types of tasks when I remembered something Seshat had told me 
earlier on. “Hey, you said I could navigate the world like you do. I don’t get it, nothing about me 
feels any different to normal.” 

She stopped drawing on a makeshift easel and looked up at me. “Oh, well it has to do 
with the monolith in Azarath. The computer you touched is what Pirix refers to as The Computer 


in the Sun. It’s able to draw information on anything in your world, faster than our external 


computers can. When you reached out to it, you essentially touched the singularity. Due to you 
being code over flesh and blood, touching a computational singularity seems to have imbued you 
with certain, for lack of a better term, abilities.” 

I furrowed my brow. “I don’t understand?” 

“You haven’t seen your face in a while, have you?” 

I shook my head. “No, should I have?” 

“T think it’s rather pertinent.” Seshat said as she grabbed a bucket of water. “Here, take a 
look.” 

I stared into the water, its surface still rough from being transferred between locations. As 
my reflection came into focus, I saw an older man, his glowing blue eyes shining back at me. 
“My eyes....” 

“Are like mine.” Seshat said, resting her hand on my shoulder in an attempt to reassure 
me. “We share more than just looks, Joshua. It takes a lot of effort to open the doors from 
anywhere other than the Halls, and I cannot do it alone.” She looked at me as she spoke, the 
glow of her eyes dimming ever so slightly. “I know that my time is limited, and my powers are 
waning, but the two of us, together, are more than strong enough.” 

I swallowed hard. I wasn’t who this god thought I was. The machine couldn’t have 
programmed a worse recipient to harbor these powers. Sensing that something was wrong, 
Seshat spoke again. “I think tomorrow, the two of us should try to contact Abigail.” 

My eyes snapped up to meet hers, a bud of hope forming inside me for the first time since 
arriving on the island. “We... we should? Can we?” 

Seshat nodded. “I make no claims as to the effectiveness of the contact, but if we work 
together, I’m sure we can reach her, at least for a brief moment. Perhaps It’d be best if she heard 
this from you, but she needs to run, far away from the rest of them, at least until we get closer.” 

“Why?” 

“Tf I can feel her, so can Pirix, but if she is separate from the group, Pirix won’t do 
anything, there is no impact to killing a runaway. Killing a friend on the other hand, there is a lot 
that can be done with that. After all, what good is drama with no one to experience it? At least, 


that’s the way she thinks.” She shook her head dismissively. “Regardless, it can’t hurt to try.” 
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Chapter 30 - Parasomnia 


- Abigail - 
The house was empty, devoid of anything but the drywall and carpeting it had been built with. 
Inside it was silent and cold, not bothering to hold the warmth it once kept. Warmth, after all, 
was for the living, and this place had died long ago. The three of them took a few steps forward 
while I stood still, my brain frozen with a fear I couldn’t express. In my mind, Joshua’s message 
played on a loop: You have to go home. 

And that was exactly where I was. Despite everything, life had led me home once more to 
face all the things I knew I couldn’t escape. 

“Abby?” Lexi asked, taking a step towards me. “Are you okay?” 

I shook my head, reaching down impulsively for a cigarette, my hands too shaky to even 
light it. “I-It’s been so long s-since I was here.” I started to cry, unable to hold back the wave of 
emotions as I slid down the door, collapsing into a heap. “I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.” 

She sat down next to me and held me as I wept in her arms. “It’s okay, I still love you, 
we’re going to keep you safe.” 

I held her close as I shook. Thoughts circled my mind; hopelessness and self loathing. 
Nothing felt okay, nothing felt good anymore. I wasn’t here to save anyone but myself, and even 
that felt useless. I didn’t deserve to be saved. I shook my head and cried into her shoulder and 
told her how sorry I was until words failed to come forth anymore. Five years of running from 
emotions and ghosts let free. 

I tossed the tin of hand-rolls across the front room and listened to each clang as it 
bounced away. “I can’t keep running away anymore.” 

Theo nodded his head in understanding and began to walk around as Lexi and Con 
comforted me. This had to be what Josh had meant in those dreams when he said to return home, 


he didn’t just mean the city, he meant this house, the start of where we lost him before, and just 
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maybe, the start of where we’ll find him now. Hopefully this isn’t a mistake, hopefully we can fix 
this, hopefully I can save Joshua. 
Outside, the forest sprouted from the darkened caves, breathing us to life in a new world, 


a world we were never supposed to see. 
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I was getting used to my weird dreams. I had to, my mind offered me nothing but them, 
or a blank void that exists between slumber and wake. There was a time when I had been 
spurned by nightmares, razing my sleep schedule to ashes, but that can only last for so long. 
Eventually even nightmares become commonplace. 

But waking aboard this ship was too new, too fresh and painful. The bleeding hadn’t yet 
stopped and still the stitches were being torn from my flesh. The room was much the same as 
before, and yet changed with the years since I had last been granted visitation. Each wall was 
covered in scraps of parchment, with scrawlings that only partially made sense, while in the 
corner I saw weapons made of wood, bones, and shark teeth. 

I shook my head. I wasn’t here for a puzzle, I was here for Joshua. I walked through the 
door at the far end and made my way out to the deck, where I saw the ship as pristine and 
beautiful as ever, the damage of the previous dream’s storm having already been repaired. The 
sea around me was calm as a gentle wind drove the ship towards a sliver of land visible on the 
horizon, but even still, something was missing. 

“Joshua?!” I shouted out, seeing no sign of him. “JOSHUA?!” I repeated, this time louder 
than before. 

“Abigail!” He called back, stepping out of the captain’s quarters. His body looked almost 
translucent, glitching and blinking out of existence. “We haven’t much time, she’s blocking this, 
making it harder. We... close...” His voice began to cut out as he spoke, leaving me in silence. 
Even the winds grew still as his body froze in place, his finger extended to the edge of the ship. I 
walked to the edge and looked down at the still waters, pausing only briefly before leaping 


headfirst into the darkness below. 
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Seconds later I awoke with confusion. I was in a small stone room that reminded me of 
the tower of babel. In the center of each wall was a tarnished metal door, apparently a point of 
abuse for whoever resided inside this cell. Around me were desks with various trinkets and 
works on them, as well as schematics plastered on the walls. From behind, I heard a man speak. 

“Abigail Ferlin.” The man who had uttered my name was hunched over a desk, shirtless, 
with scars and boils adorning his back. “Do you know who I am?” 

I looked around, trying to surmise something, but only came away empty. “No.” 

“There is a word I didn’t expect to have the pleasure of hearing you utter, maybe there is 
hope for you yet.” He continued tinkering with his creation as he spoke to me. “My name is 
Daedalus, I was an innovator, a father, a bastard...” He trailed off as he picked up the object he 
had been focused on. As he turned to present it to me, I saw that his eyes were pure blackness, 
tinged with green spots. 

“T had a son, Icarus, his name you probably know better than mine. But his folly was my 
fault, I thought I could make him fly, I thought I knew better than the gods who had chosen to 
keep us grounded.” He attached a small set of wings to the figure in his hands, which began to 
fly around the room. 

“My ignorance, my claims of knowledge higher than that of my creators was abhorrent, 
and I was rightfully punished. You’d have thought the loss of my son would have been enough, 
but I didn’t become wise to my ways.” The miniature Icarus stalled in the air, his wings 
becoming translucent, and then nonexistent. It fell to the ground, and melted into the floor, the 
wax bubbling as it dissipated. 

“TI crafted this labyrinth to hold a mighty creature, a structure so great and massive that I 
was held up as a specimen equal or greater than the gods before me and I took in the adulation 
with pride!” 

His voice began to quiver as he spoke louder. In the distance, a soft roar echoed through 
the halls. “I was adored by King Minos; I was the greatest engineer of all time... I knew too 
much.” He dropped to his knees and stared up at me as we both heard the roar louder and closer 
than it was before, the sound now filling my body with dread. “So, they punished me, they gave 


me more knowledge than my mortal brain could hold, they forced me to work more on this 
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structure, turning my greatest achievement into a living grave. They won’t even let me die here, 
all I can do is suffer.” 

He stopped as the roar echoed once more, this time, just behind the door he was knelt in 
front of. “Heed my advice Abigail, and heed it well: too much knowledge is deserving of 
punishment. Never question your creators, never claim higher knowledge than they, for there is 
always something worse than death.” 

He went silent, and I watched the door behind him slam open, a minotaur standing in the 
frame. I had never seen something so fearsome and beautiful. The bull gored its horns into the 
back of Deadalus, lifting him high above the ground before tearing him free. Blood and gristle 
sprayed into every corner of the room, coating me in a fine red mist. 

I turned and bolted through the closest door, hoping to escape the same fate. I ran along 
the pathways of the labyrinth until I hit a dead end. Behind me, I heard the creature roar once 
more. I squinted and held my breath, waiting to see him. I had no plan, but if I had to die like 
this, I wanted to see it coming. In the darkness there, I saw it charge towards me, and then the 


world went black. 
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Chapter 3/7 - They Never Had The 


Time 


Four years after we had met on that beach, Seshat and I stared at the craft we had created. It was 
better than I could have hoped, each detail made for the things we needed on our journey, 
including the lifeboat we had made while inside the hovel she called home. It was perfect, and 
yet not quite. A ship without a name was a sight for sore eyes, and a beacon of bad luck. I 
grabbed the bucket and brush, and made my way to the rear of the vessel. 

My first instinct was to name it after the girl I had fallen in love with when this journey 
began, but instead I chose a more apropos name for the voyage ahead of us. I looked back at 
Seshat, and she tilted her head. 

“The Orpheus?” She asked. 

“Y’know, like the tragedy? Take it as a sign that we are getting out of this hell, and never 
looking back.” 

“What a lovely image. Hopefully none of your monsters bother us on this journey.” She 
seemed to not understand, but there was plenty of time to regale her with stories along the way. 
She untied the rope connecting the boat to the island, and turned towards me. “Joshua, if you 


would, unfurl the sails. We have a traitor to apprehend.” 


oe OOK OK 


After four months at sea, and no signs of land, I was beginning to get nervous. “Are you 
sure we’re heading in the right direction?” I asked one night as I traded shifts with Seshat. 
“Joshua, you need to fret less. I have spent over a thousand years watching these stars, 


tracking their movements, and learning to navigate with them. Trust me when I say I understand 
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where we are headed. Unfortunately, the ocean is a large entity, and there are many 
unpredictable circumstances to deal with.” She gestured to the sails that sat motionless, “Such as 
a lack of wind.” 

“T guess we should have prepared better for that, we could have made paddles or 
somethin, this is-” 

“Joshua.” She said, interrupting my verbalized thought spiral. “You have quite the 
proclivity to letting your thoughts take hold of you, you need to focus your mind more, these 
patterns cannot be healthy.” She looked at me with sympathy before an idea popped into her 
head. “Perhaps tomorrow we can try to contact Abigail again?” 

My heart began to swell as I thought about that. It’d been three years since I last talked to 
her, I wasn't going to turn this opportunity down. Even still, I was cautious about the reasoning 
behind her proposal. “We can?” 

Seshat nodded. “It’s extremely pertinent that she stays away from the others, and you 
need to make sure she knows that.” 

“Why?” 

“As I said the first time we reached her, if Pirix feels Abigail is near your friends, she’ll 
kill her in whatever way will bring the most grief to the three of them. She revels in knowing that 
people are suffering because of what she can do, because of the power she wields. That’s why 
she sent you to Venus, to hurt Abigail, to make sure she didn’t attempt to do anything that could 
harm her precious room, and her control.” 

I looked away, into the dark sea around us. There, in the prehistoric night, the calm water 
reflected the streak of white in the sky that gave our galaxy its name: The Milky Way. Sighing, I 
turned to Seshat, knowing what I had to say. “About that. I need to tell you something.” 

“Oh?” 

“Se, we went to Azarath to wrest control from you. We wanted to take our world away 
from the simulators. I’m sorry we went there, I’m sorry that was our goal. I-I’m sorry.” I looked 
back into the sea, unsure of what else I could say. I waited for her to berate me, to tell me how 
insulting it was that I thought we could ever do that, but instead she wrapped her arm around me 
and nodded. 

“T understand.” She said, “You are only human, as am I.” She gestured up into the sky, to 


a star shining boldly, different from the others. “That is home. That star, the one that appears to 
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be at the edge of the Andromeda galaxy, is where we live now. In your time it was known as 
Kepler-62, a dull star in the constellation Lyra, but to me, it’s home. We didn’t get there by 
staying put and being afraid of the risks we may have been taking, we got there by reaching out 
to take what seemed to be ours.” 

She smiled at me. “I understand the drive to control your own destiny, it’s what makes us 
human, it’s the only way we have ever survived.” She looked down into the water below us, 
reflecting that which she had created, a work of art made by a Goddess who felt no bigger than 
her creations. “That town was made in case people like you came about, but it was never meant 
to be the nightmare she made it into. I had visions of a place where intrepid explorers like you 
could have everything explained, the nuance of the world you inhabited and of the world you 
would be reborn into.” 

I kept my gaze locked on the star she had shown me. “Home.” I said, at that point unsure 
what the word truly meant. It was, to me, many things. Home was the Christmas before Theo left 
for college, the last one we had before our parents died. Home was falling asleep in Abigail’s 
arms. I wasn’t sure what home truly was, or if I could ever get there again, but I knew home was 
where I wanted to be at that moment, more than anywhere else. I turned to Seshat; her eyes still 
lost in the reflections on the ocean’s surface. 

“T’m generally not the vindictive type, but let’s be clear here: She hurt my friends, she 
hurt my brother, she is the reason I will never see my parents again. If you don’t kill your sister, I 


will.” 
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Chapter 38 - Isolated Angels 


- Abigail - 
I stared into a void and held a cigarette between my lips. There is a pristine quiet to a home that 
hasn’t been occupied in far too long. Abandoned spaces often have that aura to them, a 
comforting mix of fear and warmth, like a monster devoid of humanity who longs for the feeling 
of acceptance. Like the feeling of fangs across your neck while in a lover's embrace. 

Nightmares replayed themselves in my mind, but none of them ever made sense past my 
awakening. It was a cruel trick of my mind, crafting marvelous worlds that I couldn’t escape, and 
yet couldn’t bring myself back to no matter how much I tried. All the drugs in the world couldn’t 
take me back to the places I needed to be. 

And so that’s where the others found me; lost in compilation between a promise I made, 
and a series of urges I had forced upon myself in the hopes of escaping the hell that had built 
itself around me. I heard them coming down the steps, and yet I couldn’t move a muscle. I 
wanted them to find me like this, I wanted them to see everything I had become. 

Lexi was the first to speak up. I had missed her voice more than I could ever say. I left for 
reasons I couldn’t explain, and knew all the same, and still she was here, caring for me. 

“Abby?” She asked. “I thought you were done smoking?” 

I dropped the cigarette from my lips and ground it into the hardwood below my feet. She 
was right, the promises outweighed the urges. I turned towards the three of them and saw a 
parade of damned souls. At least I wasn’t going to hell alone. “I am.” 

“Good.” She smiled, “Come on, we have a twink to save from an alien.” 

I let out a laugh. “Let's go get our femboy.” 

We left the living room and made our way to the front door. Outside, the forest had 
contorted itself into a jungle of sorts, where strangler figs and kapok bloomed from out of the 
wide, murky river below that replaced the roadway of a decade ago. I walked down to the waters 


edge alone and fell to my knees. The sounds poured in from the jungle and I felt myself forced 
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into every nightmare I had experienced since I left the city. In the distance I could hear monkeys, 
frogs and insects going about their life as though any of this was normal. 

And then the boat came around the bend, and I knew exactly what was expected of us. 
Out and through; the only directions anyone can go. I reached out and grabbed hold of the side of 
the boat, stopping it in place. I looked back to the others who had made their way down to my 
side. “I think we have to take the boat.” 

Theo let out a nervous laugh. “Unless y’all feel like swimming, I don’t see an 
alternative.” 

“T can’t swim.” Lexi replied, “I hate the water...” 

He nodded and took the first step onto the boat. It rocked but he was able to find his 
balance before long. The rest of us joined him, and we set off, rowing down the river in silence. 
An hour later, and with neither the house nor Azarath in sight, Lexi stopped. 

“T can’t do this anymore, it’s too fucking hot. Where are we even going?” 

Theo shook his head. “I don’t know, down the river I guess?” 

“Thank you Huckleberry, I couldn’t see that.” Lexi sighed and ran her hands through her 
hair. The boat drifted aimlessly as she did. “Do you ever get the feeling that this is a bad idea?” 

“T never thought this was a good idea, Lex. I’m doing this because I have to.” He looked 
around. “I don’t know where we are, but I know that at the end of all of this we will get back to 
Azarath, and that’s what’s keeping me going.” He began to drink from his water bottle, spilling a 
bit on himself as the boat lurched. 

The four of us went silent as the boat shook for a second time. In the water, I could just 
make out a few waves heading away from us. I pointed and we watched as an alligator swam 
away slowly. I let out a breath and turned back to Theo, seeing fear in his eyes. 

“What’s wrong?” 

His eyes looked past me. “Abby, please don’t move.” 

I froze. “Theo?” 

“T need you to stay still, okay?” 

I almost nodded my head on instinct, but stopped myself just in time. “Okay,” I 
whispered, “I’m not moving.” Slowly, the boat came to a shaky stop. I swallowed. “W-why are 
we stopping?” 


“You can look, but you need to do so incredibly slowly.” 
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I turned with extreme caution, and saw what had terrified him. The boat had come to rest 
on the back of a massive crocodile. It let out a bellow that shook through my body as I turned 
back to Theo. “Wh-what do we do?” 

He shook his head slowly. “I don’t know, we could try to...” He trailed off, his attention 
caught by something on the bank. I followed his gaze to a row of shadowed figures. One of them 
raised a hand to the sky and the world became shrouded in mists so thick, I couldn’t see my 
hands in front of my face. And then the rains came, pelting the waters around us in a 
cacophonous way. In the spaces they left for noise, I heard a sorrowful song pulling me to the 
edge of the boat. I looked over the side and saw hands reaching out to pull me in. 

And then the rains ceased, and the mist began to abade, and the four of us were once 
again alone in the jungle. In the distance, I saw a village. It wasn’t much to speak of, mud huts 
and buildings made of scrap, but it was land, and for that I was thankful. Lexi steered us towards 
a lone dock, and I tied the boat off with the efficiency of an eagle scout. 

“Ts this what has become of Azarath?” I asked, breaking the silence. 

Theo shook his head. “I’m not sure. It doesn’t feel right. We were never supposed to 
discover Azarath, but this place feels like something else entirely...” 

I stepped onto the dock and looked back down the river. He was right, this felt purposeful 
in a way that damned town never did. We walked into the town and found no one willing to greet 
our presence. Each permanent structure had a unique symbol painted on them. At the center of 
everything, there was a fire burning in defiance of its abandonment. 

“They’re here.” Theo said, gesturing to the windows of houses that surrounded us. 
Thousands of eyes appeared in each, too many to count. 

The fire began to dwindle as night started to encroach upon us, far faster than anyone 
hoped. As the light began to dim, blinds were drawn, until we had become fully shunned by 
those who walked away from god. 

And then the symbol on the door across from us began to glow, the font almost ignited in 
its brightness. It swung open, and bathed us in a warm, red light. We had no other options but to 
continue onwards. 

I led us into the hut and heard the door close behind us. On the walls I saw a confession 
of hopelessness, and fear, and curiosity, and life. In the center of the room, sat silent and waiting, 


was a man. He wore a crown of thorn and bone, and his eyes glowed the same as the room 
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around him. Around him, I saw floating white specks of light, eyes in the darkness his shadow 
created. 

“Abigail Ferlin, What penance have you paid for this journey? What toll has been levied 
against you?” 

His voice was unlike any I had heard before. It was perfect in a way that didn’t sit right 
with my brain. No deviation, no accents, no life. “Who are you?” 

He laughed, and it echoed through my head. “I am no one, not to someone like you. Iam 
a preacher, and those people you’ve seen are my congregation. A collection of forlorn souls 
from decades since, whose life of pain and agony led them to cry my name on their deathbeds. A 
collection of souls who died trying to uncover the things you have so sought to change. 

“And so, I saved them from death, but at a cost. Each person here was neglected, 
mistreated, and left to die once their usefulness was served. I am not like the man who called out 
to them with aspersions of false prophecies, no, I am simply the last soul that knew the truth of 
this world. At least, I thought I was.” 

I shook my head. “What do you want from us?” 

“T want nothing more than to be left alone,” He replied, bringing himself to his feet. He 
stood unnaturally, like even his gait had been programmed. “But more than that, I want what 
each of you seeks. I am not so lost from the creation of myself that I see no merit in 
reconstructing the universe in our own image. They took that from us, from you and me and the 
whole world. We have the right to craft a universe in our own image and yet they chose to create 
one for us in all their arrogance and expertise. 

“But that is something I cannot do. I am not truly human, not in the way you were made 
to be. Iam too incurably perfect, deigned as so by the gods above. You may stay here and join in 
my congregation, lost in the sea of souls that surround me, or you may step into the void that 
exists in the absence I create, but that is a choice you must make on your own.” 

I looked to the others, but they had disappeared from the room. “Where did you take 
them?” 

He smiled at me, and in his eyes I saw a thousand lives ending in pain and misery. “They 
made their choices, Abigail. Each in their own right, as they wished to stay or go. A choice that 
must be made in isolation of all others. A choice that for them had only two options, but for you, 


I will grant a third.” 
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“A third?” 

“You are special Abigail, more so than you could ever know. In the space between selfish 
and selfless there is you. There is a savior in you, but why? What reason do you have? Not peace 
or happiness, but beautiful, painful love.” He reached a hand towards me, offering it to me to 
take. “You can take a part of me with you, into the darkness, and lead yourself alone to the gates 
of hell, or you can join those who chose to step into the void and complete this journey in the 
graces of total humanity.” 

I took a step back, and felt the pull of my friends—the family I had built around me. They 
called from the void, screaming not for a savior, but a sister. I forced my eyes to meet his, 
resisting the draw of the gentle red glow. “I don’t know who you are, but I know you mean me 
no harm. Continue to live in peace, and I shall carry on with the ones I love. Please allow me to 
step into the void.” 

He smiled again, this time with a tinge of sadness, and lowered his hand. In the space 
between us a void formed. I looked into it and saw nothing but empty space. “Good luck, 
Abigail, take care of those who joined you, and forgive those who did not.” 

A force came from behind before I could respond, and my body went limp, Tumbling 
into the darkened pit below. The deeper I fell the colder everything became, until my whole body 
became numb. Just as the last of the light vanished from above, I began to hear the sounds of 


rushing water below, and a scream that sounded off like gunfire in the night. 
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Chapter 39 - They Gonna Medicate 


Your Lives 


I felt my body smash into the floor below me as the ship groaned from the strain of lurching, the 
noises echoing in my ears as I was ripped from yet another night of shallow, dreamless sleep. 
Above me, Seshat yelled to the heavens, her voice muffled by the floor between us. I rushed 
upstairs, grabbing a spear along the way to prepare myself for whatever vast tragedy had affected 
her. 

In the light of the stars overhead, I saw her standing there; a spear raised in her hand, 
ready to strike. Following her line of sight, I saw that an adolescent Pteranodon had taken refuge 
on the ship’s crows’ nest. I placed my spear on the ground and raised my hands towards her. 

“Se, relax, please. It’s not going to hurt us.” 

She lowered her spear and turned towards me, confusion behind her sapphire eyes. “It 
won’t?” 

“T promise it won’t. It’s only resting.” I looked up at the creature and had an idea. I began 
to climb the mast, hearing the sounds of Seshat calling me down from behind, but ignoring them 
in equal parts. If Theo knew I had passed up on the opportunity to touch a dinosaur, he would 
kill me. Unfortunately for us both, I only made it halfway before the pteranodon darted off into 
the sky away from me, screeching loudly. 

I looked down at Seshat who was glowing with anger, and started my descent when I felt 
the boat rock. She wasn’t at the wheel, and the waters around the boat were entirely calm. 
Entirely, except a single line of waves traveling towards us. I tried to hold on as tightly as I 
could, but the force was too much, and I was sent careening into the ocean below me. 

As soon as I hit the water my side exploded with pain, causing everything to become 


dizzy and distant. As I sunk deeper into the water, nearly blacked out from pain, I looked up, 
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realizing that this could be the end of me if I didn’t make it back onto the boat. Despite the 
throbbing sensation in my ribs, I willed myself upwards, reaching the surface with a gasp, 
thankful to have only coughed up water as I tried to get my bearings. 

Behind me, Seshat threw me a rope that I hung onto with all my might as she tugged me 
back to safety. From behind, the massive creature had turned around and was heading back 
towards the ship. Just as I hauled myself into the vessel, it struck the side once more, sending us 
toppling backwards onto the deck, the ship now listing slightly. I tried not to think about the 
damages it had caused. 

“That,” I said, wincing as I stood up, “is an angry fucker.” I grabbed the spear Seshat had 
put down earlier and ran to the railing. It had turned around and began to swim towards us. She 
joined me with a second spear and shook her head. 

“What do we do? Can we kill it?” 

“T really, really, really fucking doubt it!” I replied, grabbing the railing to steady myself. 
“But if we can injure it, we may stand a chance. Aim for its eyes!” I said as the monstrous reptile 
rapidly approached our ship, bearing down for a second strike to the starboard side. “NOW!” 

We released our spears in unison, both striking just above the left eye before it slammed 
its head into the side of the boat once more. Seshat grabbed two spears and handed me one. “We 
need more power; this thing is relentless,” 

“T have a plan.” I replied, taking the other spear from her. I jumped into the lifeboat and 
looked back at her, my side flaring up in pain. “The thing about monsters is that, even if they 
seem scary, to me they’re only bones.” 

I cut the two boats free from each other, sending mine fifteen feet down onto the ocean 
surface below. It splashed and I fell back into the bench, cracking it in half, as well as another 
one of my ribs. It hurt, but I couldn’t waste this opportunity. I gritted my teeth and rowed as fast 
as I could to get myself far away from the Orpheus, and the shouts of Seshat. 

With significant distance between us, I began to slap the water with the paddles, grabbing 
the attention of the creature hidden below. I stood up in this smaller vessel, the whole thing 
shaking as the center of balance rapidly changed. For a moment I waited, poised with the two 
spears I had taken, using one for support as I aimed with the other. I watched as it made its 
approach. With a mighty effort, I threw the first one, piercing its eye, and forcing it back 


underwater briefly, before reappearing two hundred feet away. 
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With cruel intentions, the creature flew through the water towards me, covering fifty feet 
a second. With one last burst of energy, I lobbed the spear into the gaping maw of the creature, 
and lept from the lifeboat just before it was ripped in half. 

As I breached the water, I watched the creature begin to choke on the wood, unable to 
deal with the fragmentations in his mouth and throat, until gradually, the energy and movement 
faded as the monster sank to the bottom of the sea. I screamed, slapping the water with pride for 
a job well done. In the midst of this celebration, I heard a noise behind me. Turning around, I 
saw a rope waiting for me in the water, with an angry Seshat on the other end, still aboard the 
main ship. 

I stepped foot back on the deck and collapsed in pain against the railing. I looked up at 
Seshat who berated me for the stupidity of my action with debilitating honesty. “What the hell 
were you thinking?” She yelled, not giving me time to respond. “You could have died, you could 
have ruined our chances of ever getting out of this hellhole. You could have broken Abigail 
completely!” 

She stopped, the sounds no longer coming from her lips, but still ringing in my ears 
nonetheless. I had missed parts of what she said from the pain I was in, but I knew that I had 
failed her. I realized then that I wasn’t the saviour the world needed, I was the same fuck-up kid 
that had dragged his friends to a hell they didn’t deserve. My eyes were far too heavy with the 
guilt of everything I had done to even look towards Seshat, instead remaining locked on the 
wooden intricacies with a thousand-mile stare. “I’m sorry that was wrong of me to say-” 

“No, it wasn’t.” I said, “I’ve lived long enough to know when I’ve fucked something up. 
I’m sorry Seshat, you deserve better than me. Hopefully soon you won’t have to deal with me 
any longer.” 

I stood up, and walked back to my room as the ship spun in place. I had wronged the one 
person who had done everything they could to save me. I wasn’t a hero, I was a fool who wanted 


to claim that status as my own with no qualifications. 


oe OK OK 


The following morning I crawled out of my hammock and felt the pain in my ribs 


continue to grow. I hadn’t slept even a moment of the night, but I couldn’t let her down now. I 
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had to continue onto the halls. I climbed the steps to the captain's wheel when she stopped me, 
her hand coming just shy of my injury. 

“Joshua, I need to apologize. The way I reacted yesterday was cruel and unhelpful. I have 
been isolated for thousands of years, and in that time it seems I have grown more bitter than I 
expected. I’m sorry for yelling at you, you saved us, and for that I must thank you.” 

I shook my head. “It’s fine. I deserved that, I can’t continue to be as reckless as I have 
been. At some point it will grow to consume me and I will crash into my grave, burnt out and 
broken.” 

“No, you didn’t.” She said, “The only reason we’re having this conversation is because 
you saved us both. You cannot simply walk away from the way you act, or the person you are. 
We can’t continue on this journey ignorant to our strengths, especially when the sea ahead is so 
treacherous. Your behavior wasn’t reckless, it was impassioned. You saw an opportunity and 
took it. If we continue on with the same valor as you displayed yesterday, we will survive this 
trip, mark my words.” 

I nodded my head, and looked away. I was never good at accepting people's help, 
especially when they were trying to save me from myself. I grabbed at my side and pulled myself 
up the stairs. “Th-thank you. Rest well Seshat.” 

She looked at me with concern. “Are you okay?” 

“T... don’t know,” I told her truthfully. “Yesterday when I hit the water my side started 
hurting, but it feels better now.” She brushed her fingers off my side and I let out a whimper. 

“Better? I think you need to rest Joshua, I can take control of the ship for today, you’re in 
no condition at this point anyway.” 

I gave her a sheepish grin and nodded. She was right, I could barely twist from side to 
side, let alone control a steering wheel. “Hey Se,” I said before leaving, “We don’t have any 
painkillers do we?” 

“We have something of the sort. In the storage bay, the box marked with an ‘X’, there 
should be a few leaves, chew one, and only one, and then lie in your hammock.” 

I nodded, and went to follow her advice, and for the first time in a long time, I had a 


dream. 
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Chapter 40 - Break My Heart 


- Conrad - 
My back slammed into a rushing pool of water at the bottom of the pit I had been cast into by the 
death-ridden angel. He had forced me to choose a path without the guidance or pressure of my 
friends, and though I wanted for the peace of absolution, I knew I couldn’t abandon my friends. 
But now, lost in an underwater river that spun me around aimlessly, I felt more isolated than I 
had in years. And then I heard a shout in the distance. 

I wasn’t alone. 

They had chosen the same path I had, we were still together. I gave up kicking against the 
current and took a breath. Before I could shout out to whoever had joined me, I felt a body slam 
into mine. I grabbed at a bit of clothing and held on as well as I could. They were silent, but I 
could feel a heartbeat at the very least. 

I brought my hand to their face, and felt a septum piercing. I lent in close, holding her 
head above the waters. “Lexi, it’s me, are you okay?” 

She coughed a bit of water onto my face as she tried to speak. “Con... Conrad?” 

“T’m here, it’s okay Lex, just stay with me, okay?” She lent her head back against mine 
and nodded. 

I held her close as we were dragged deeper into the caves, protecting her from the waters 
and myself from the impending darkness that seemed determined to remove my personhood 
from my body, and render it down to nothing but simple expressions of fear. I held her close 
more than anything else, because I was afraid of losing myself to the dark rapids that pulled us 
deeper into the cave with every passing moment. 

Soon enough, the chaotic waters calmed as the tug of the current became more steady and 
measured. Somewhere nearby I heard the sound of a waterfall, but I couldn’t make out where. 
For now at least, the sound was distant enough to bring a sort of peace and quiet. That is, until a 


voice called out from the darkness. 
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“Con! Abby! Lexi!” It was Theo. I was grateful to hear from him, but that still left Abby 
unaccounted for. 

I shouted back to him. “Theo? Theo where are you man?” 

“T don’t know, the waters are more calm here.” 

“Okay, good, I’m there too. I have Lexi, but she isn’t doing too hot, we need to get on 
land, pronto.” 

“Okay, well things seemed to have calmed down a bit here, so we can try-” He stopped. 
“Theo?” Nothing. The sound of the waterfall grew closer and yet try as I might, I 
couldn’t find its source in the cave darkness we were in. “Theo, where’d you go?” Still, nothing. 

I shook my head and turned to Lexi’s ear. “Are you still with me, Lex?” 

She nodded and choked up some more water before responding. “I am... Theo?” She 
asked. 

“I’m not sure, but we’ll find him again,” I said, hoping that positive thinking would bring 
him close once more. Behind us, I heard another voice, Abigail’s. 

“Con?” She shouted, seeming far more distant than I expected. 

That’s not good, but she’s here, at least for now. “Abby! Where are you? Are you okay?” 

“T’m okay, I’m just...” Her voice faded away, and for a moment, I didn’t understand 
why. And then, I felt my body tumble from the water before splashing down into what felt like a 
lake, the water placid and unmoving. As I hit the surface, my grasp on Lexi wavered for a 
moment, making me lose her in the chaotic mess of the waterfall's turbulence. Without thinking, 
I ducked my head down and felt around, grabbing her outstretched hand. She gasped for air as I 
pulled her to the surface and held her close, making sure she was still breathing. 

As my eyes began to adjust, I saw a light in the darkness. Theo had made his way to one 
of the beaches and was waving me over. With a great effort, I brought Lexi and I over to him. He 
took hold of her as I lifted her from the waters. I followed after him, finally resting on solid stone 
once more. 

“Do you have any other lights?” I asked him as I began to look over Lexi’s body. Even in 
the dim cavern I knew something was severely wrong. 

He went away and returned with a second glowstick. I snapped it and shook it, 
illuminating her body in a neon green glow. She sat up slightly and began a coughing fit that 


ended in her expelling a great deal of water. After the bulk of her coughing and expulsion was 
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done, I sat next to her and began to rub her back. “You’re gonna be okay Lex, you just 
swallowed a bit of water.” 

She shook her head, and attempted to speak, leading to a smaller coughing fit. As it 
cleared up, she turned to me, and I leaned close to hear what she had to say. 

“My leg...” she said, her voice rough and worn from the coughing. I waved my glowstick 
over her legs and saw a strip of denim missing on her lower leg, the bulk of it stained darker than 
the surrounding area. In the missing patch was a series of long, shallow cuts that were still 
bleeding. 

“Theo, do you have like, any first aid stuff?” I asked, turning to see him rifling through 
his bag. 

He shook his head. “It’s all soaked.” 

“Fuck, okay, here, we’ll have to use this.” I took out my knife and cut free a section of 
my shirt before wrapping it around Lexi’s leg. She swore through muttered gratitude as I applied 
pressure with the makeshift bandage. As she laid back to catch her breath and steady herself, I 
looked over to Theo, who was again on the edge of the water, staring out into the blackness. 
From here I could just make out the hole in the end of the river that we had fallen through, and in 


the light that marred the entirety of the cave walls, I saw a figure fall into the water. 


- Abigail - 

I clung desperately to the slick stone pillar I had thankfully grasped, and shouted out deep 
into the abyss, hoping for Conrad to reply. All I got in return was an echo of my own voice and a 
silence equally as terrifying as the river around me. 

I took a moment to breathe, trying to think about the things that led me here. After I hit 
the water, my memories became hazy, just an errant mix of tumbling through rapids with hope 
being drained from every part of my body, only to have it restored and taken away once more in 
an instant. 

I tried to look in the direction the water was pulling my body, but I could only see a wall 
of black. Much the same could be said for looking the other way. I shook my head. 

Think, Abby, we can’t just stay here forever 

Although my torso was above water, my legs could feel the ever present tug of the river. I 


thought about the angel we had spoken to. I chose this path, in the absence of everything else, I 
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knew this is where I had to go. I let go of the stone and closed my eyes as my body was taken 
deeper into the darkness I yearned for. 

The world fell from under me, and I knew that I had nothing to fear. The angel had 
allowed me this path for a reason. I could still see his red eyes shining in the darkness. I took a 
part of him with me when I stepped into that void, a tiny part, but not insignificant in the least. I 
took his fear from him, and placed it into my heart to be burned with the hatred I held for Pirix. 
We shared a vested interest in her death, and if it meant the end of the world, I would see it 
through before long. 

But for now I fell, knowing that below me the waters would catch me in their hands. I 
allowed myself to sink to the floor of the lake before opening my eyes. Above me, obscuring the 
light produced by glowworms and lichen was a sea of snakes. They passed back and forth as I 
observed them. The largest stopped and looked at me, and I saw those horrid, beautiful, ruby 
eyes. 

“Why don’t you swim?” 

I smiled at the serpent. “I wanted to see if you’d let me die. I knew you couldn’t resist 
following me.” He bared his fangs and I sighed at the attempt of fear. “Goodbye angel, soon I’ll 
have saved us both.” 

I ascended to the surface and saw a pair of figures blocking out some of the light. With 
no other options, and a bit of hope, I swam towards them. 

“Abby!” Theo shouted, running down to the edge of the beach to help me out of the 
water. “Are you okay?” 

I pushed my hair out of my face and nodded. Theo had a small cut on his forehead, and 
Conrad was missing half of his shirt. Still, something was off. “Where’s Lexi?” 

Theo looked at Conrad who gestured for me to follow him, but said nothing. As we 
transitioned to dryer land, I saw a figure laying on a rocky outcrop, unmoving. I quickly made 
my way to her side and held up her arm, feeling for a pulse in her wrist. Slowly, Lexi turned to 
me, but kept her eyes closed. “A... Abby?” 

“Tt’s okay Lex, we’re all together again, we’re going to be okay.” 

She shook her head. “I’m scared abby, I’m so fuckin’ scared. I should have left when I 


had the chance.” 
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I held her close and nodded my head. “I can’t provide you with that absolution, but I can 
promise you safety. As long as we’re together, nothing is going to happen to any of us.” 

She took a breath and looked up at me. “I trust you.” 

“Good, let’s get out of here.” I looked past Theo and Con, and saw a stepping-stone path. 
“Follow me, but be careful, the water is infested.” 

“Infested?” Theo asked. “With what?” 

“That,” I replied, shining light to the surface of the water. Our angel serpent surfaced, 
alongside a few of his smaller contingents. He glared at me, and I winked back. “There’s 
thousands of them, all moving in waves against and through each other.” 

I took the first step onto the slick surface, and realized that he would not be so generous 
as to hold them back if I fell in again. This was his domain, and we were but transitory guests. 
Slowly, the four of us made our way across the lake, and to a tunnel that led deeper into the 
darkness than I thought possible. 

In a cave, fifteen feet feels like a mile, and we had walked at least thirty before we saw 
the first light. It was hard to make out at first, but the closer we got, the clearer it became. It was 
a door, just the same as we had walked through in the village. I pulled it open and stepped 


through into a blinding void. 


ok OK OK 


My eyes began to readjust, and I saw that we had found our way into a church that looked 
long abandoned. Through the windows I could see a thick forest, with no other buildings in sight. 
We looked to the pulpit and saw the visage of a man standing in silence. He looked to the four of 
us and sighed, a cold breath escaping his lips. 

“I wish you could see the word of God as I can. There are forces that reach around the 
world, pulling us each into damnation, and although I cannot save you, your faith could.” 

Around us, the pews began to fill with a ghostly congregation. Every person in 
attendance was translucent, and through their bodies I could see the windows darkening. 

“In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth, and from that, a great evil 


spawned forth. An amalgamation of being that we refer to as man. To each planet, a divine ruler, 
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to each planet, a devil in hiding. In us all are the components of a universe of wonder and love 
and pain. In us all the computer of life ticks ever closer towards the end of history.” 

He lifted his arms, and those around us began to stand, bibles in hand. They turned 
towards us and joined arms, encircling us as he led them in prayer. 

“Blessed be the children of God, his mighty congregation brought forth in innocence. We 
carry on in fear of life, and living in the light of ignorance. We ask that you breathe life into our 
bones—into our weary, broken, lost souls. We ask that you guide us on this journey, in search of 
hope, and home. We ask that you leave us needing nothing at all.” 

The congregation faded away, and the four of us were left in silence. In the aftermath of 
everything we had been through, we didn’t know what to make of the performance. And so we 
did the only thing we felt safe in doing, we walked forward, through the doors of the church, and 
into the town we had left nearly a decade ago, the silence just as ominous as ever. We had been 
ushered here under cover of night, and in the distance, we could see the moon’s reflection on the 
monolith, despite it not appearing in the sky overhead. 

The walk to the center of town wasn’t long, but my mind remained active nonetheless. It 
was trying to comprehend the events that had led each of us to this place. We walked with 
purpose, like righteous prisoners headed to the gallows, a sense of impending doom in the future, 
with little to be done about it. 

But as we approached the building, it changed, shimmering in the moonlight. Its walls 
fell to reveal a farmhouse, old and worn. I looked at the others and they looked at me. We could 
see a light blinking on and off through a window on the upper floor. In the silence of the night, 
we could hear it too. Click, click, click, click. 

Around us, a thick fog rolled in, obscuring the rest of the town. There was no returning to 
the village, or the caves, or home again. If we wanted to escape, we had to enter the house before 
us. I looked closer and realized that this place wasn’t just worn, it was in decay. The steps 
groaned as I approached the door, the front porch missing several planks of wood. Before I could 
grab for the handle, the door creaked open, ushering us inside. 

A house in isolation is, to many, a reverential thing. It can be held in a sort of stasis, 
locked away from all the splendor it once held. There are houses like this in every corner of the 


country, abandoned places that have become mythical to some, as if they are places of faith and 
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worship. They can rest silently in their lonely innocence, or peer with malice at every person 
who made the mistake of looking into its empty halls. 

And yet, it is only a house, a structure definable by the walls and roof and foundation that 
came before any of its mysticism. 

This house, however, was simply empty. We had no notions of its origins, and so we 
carried into it nothing but ourselves. Even as we entered, its heartbeat went out, and the clicking 
ceased. On the wall to my right, I saw a calendar that I could barely read, the letters faded as 
though they had been worn away by the same winds that weathered down the outside of the 
house. At the top, I could make out the month and the year, December 2039. Below that, the day 
before Christmas was circled in fading red ink, and inside, simply the word ‘gone’. I shook my 
head. This house, there was something wrong with it. 

Lexi began to wander toward the stairs heading to the second floor before Conrad 
grabbed her. “No splitting up.” He said, looking at the three of us. “We have to do this together; I 
don’t want to lose you guys.” 

She nodded and followed as I led us deeper into the maw of this house. The kitchen was 
simple, but still off putting in a way I couldn’t quite place, more so than the rest of the town had 
been. To the right, the table was set, but only just. The cups were cracked and the plates chipped, 
both covered in thin layers of grime and dust. On the fridge, retro magnetic letters spelled out: 
‘no point’. Shuddering, I pushed past it, looking through the window over the sink, and into the 
backyard. 

Outside, I saw a lone child sat on a rusted metal swing set, her face obscured by shadows. 
Behind her, three pairs of eyes became three wolves, growling and angry. She looked up from 
her doll and past my gaze, before fading into the nothingness that surrounded the house, and the 
whole town for that matter. 

I let out a breath and watched it materialize before me. I turned from the window, afraid 
of what else may have been out there, and began to explore the rest of the house with the others, 
hoping for answers to questions that I didn’t know I had. In the living room, we found a message 
scrawled above the television that said simply: hope is gone with them, accompanied by a 
rudimentary drawing of what appeared to be a rocket ship leaving earth. 

"What does this mean?" Theo asked. 


I shrugged my shoulders. “It could be anything, but it’s probably just here to scare us.” 
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He shuddered. “Well mission a-fuckin-complished.” I looked at the drawing again and 
nodded in agreement. As we walked back through the kitchen, the door to the basement opened. 
I jumped back and waited. Nothing came forth from the darkness except silence. 

“Relax.” I said, my voice projecting the low level of confidence I felt. “It’s an old house, 
they do that.” 

As I walked over to close the door, the noise of the others seemed to dull, until 
everything was blanked in a messy silence. With the outside world muted and distant, my head 
began to relax at the approach of tranquility. At the bottom of the basement steps, I saw the 
figure of a man, his face hidden from my view by the darkness surrounding him. Before I could 
do anything, he called out to me. 

“Abby?” He asked, his voice clear despite the rest of the world being a muddled mess. 
“Abby is that you?” His voice was strained and hopeless. “I never thought I’d find you!” 

With my hands trembling on the door, and my knees weak, I called back to the darkened 
figure, to the voice I knew too well. “J-Josh?” 

“Abby, I missed you so much! Why aren’t you coming to me?” he asked, his voice sad 
and empty. “Didn’t you miss me at all?” 

I let go of the door and felt a knot forming in my stomach. I took a step forward before 
Theo pulled me back, dragging me away from the basement 

“Josh!” I shouted, my hands clawing manically as the door was shut and blockaded by 
Conrad. In an instant the sounds of the world came crashing back, even the pounding of my heart 
screamed in my ears. Together, Theo and I fell, landing against the pantry door, my body still 
shaking from the interaction. 

“Abby, calm down. There was no one there.” Theo said as he held onto me on the floor. 
“You were talking to no one.” 

“But, I-I saw him!” I cried, desperate to find Josh once again. 

“He wasn’t there Abby, she’s fucking with us, come on, we have to go.” He said, helping 
me along as we made our way upstairs, my mind and heart still racing. 

As we walked up the steps, we found more writing on the walls, fear in the angel, and 
rapture comes soon. Still shaken from what I’d seen in the basement, I barely took the 
scrawlings in as anything but words. They continued as we followed the hall, finding every door 


covered in boards. I had a feeling they weren't to keep us out, but to make sure nothing got in. At 
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the end of the hall, we found a door that we could, hopefully, open. However, the words hell 
comes next haphazardly scrawled into the door didn't make anyone feel optimistic. From the 
other side of the door came a light clicking, every two seconds, like clockwork. 

I looked at Theo who nodded, and reached out to the door. Slowly turning the handle, the 
noise once again stopped as we saw a room devoid of anything except a lone light on a strand, 
and an empty wooden chair that faced a loosely boarded up window. Every single inch of the 
room had the word "repent" scrawled in every imaginable medium. Crayon, spray paint, 
permanent marker, and lipstick blacked out the walls with words either begging for absolution 
from anyone who gazed upon them, or for those who happened to stay in this room. 

The four of us stood there in stunned silence for a moment, before I risked taking a step 
towards the chair. As I did, the light went off, and the door behind us slammed shut, sealing us in 
darkness. As soon as the light returned, I realized that nothing had changed inside the room, but 
that outside the door, there was a light, consistent knocking. Turning around, the knocking got 
louder, reaching a crescendo before stopping abruptly. From the other side of a door, a voice 
called out. The voice of Joshua Samptin. 

“Guys?” He asked, a certain distant sadness in his voice. “Guys can I please come in? It’s 
scary out here.” 

I took a step before being stopped by Theo. “That’s... That isn’t Josh.” 

“Theo?!” Josh called out, once again knocking on the door. “Please man, I’m scared, I’m 
sorry I brought you here, don’t leave me alone.” 

Theo’s face became white as he tried to rationalize to himself. “No.” He said quietly. 
“Pirix is doing this, it-” 

He stopped as a bang emanated from the other side of the door, making the four of us 
jump. The door began to shake as several louder bangs rang out, each sounding more powerful 
and violent as the last. Eventually the handle of the door began to shake, as though an object was 
striking it from the other side, each hit being louder and less frequent. With a final thud just 
outside the door, the noises stopped. 

Lexi raised a shaky hand towards the door as her words failed her. From the gap in the 
bottom of the frame, a thick, almost black blood began to seep through before the light cut out 


again. 
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When the light returned, the chair in the center of the room held a body that faced away 
from us. I didn’t need to see his face to know who it was. 

“Why didn’t you let me in?” He asked, his voice breaking on every word. Blood trickled 
from his head and onto the floor, forming tiny scarlet pools that reflected the single light above. 
“T just wanted to join you guys, I missed you.” 

He stood up and turned around. The face he wore—Joshua’s face—was bloodied, and 
bruised, his head caved in near the temple. His eyes opened to reveal blackness, interspersed 
with tiny flecks of green. “Theo, how could you let me die?” He called out as he took a step 
towards his brother. 

The lights went out a final time, the four of us terrified, unsure of where the faux-Josh 
could be. As I stepped back, the lights came on, showing only the chair, and the splatter of blood 
on the floor. 

Theo reached out, his hand quivering as he spoke. “I tried...” He said, tears welling up in 
the corners of his eyes. He attempted to step forward but fell to his knees, prompting Conrad and 
I to grab him. 

“You're right, Theo.” I said, holding his shoulder. The image of Josh’s corpse still fresh 
in my mind. “That wasn’t him. The eyes-” I shook my head, helping Theo back to his feet. “That 
couldn’t have been him.” 

We made our way out of the house, exiting as quickly as we could. Stepping outside, I 
felt a definitive chill in the air as my breath stayed visible while snow began to fall from the sky. 
Across from us was the building we had come here in search of. We walked to it and found the 
glass doors shattered, fragments barely holding on to hinges. Behind us, snow had begun to fall, 


and we knew that there was only one place we could go. In. 
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Chapter 41 - You Were Always Born A 


Crime 


I woke up on the deck of the ship, the world around me silent and cold. I felt snow falling on my 
face and saw my breath escape my lips. It wasn’t winter when I went to sleep, at least, I didn’t 
think it was. I tried to find the memories but they evaded my call. They were far too distant for 
me to recall with impunity anyway, a day might as well have been a year to me. I got to my feet 
and looked across the ocean. 

It had frozen over, the Orpheus held in stasis like a sculpture in a snowglobe. I knew that 
the world was a cold place, created by a cruel and uncaring mistress, and her sister of still 
unknown morals, but this was unexpected. A figure stood motionless on the ice, as if waiting for 
me to join them. With little else to do, I lowered the gangplank to the ice and slowly made my 
way onto the surface of the ocean.. 

The closer I walked towards them, the less clear they became, the snow falling harder and 
harder until I had lost all sense of direction. And so I began to shout. 

“Hey!” Nothing. The screeching winds reminded me of Venus, and for a brief moment I 
was afraid that I had returned to a new layer of hell. Or maybe I had never left that damned 
planet, and this was all a hallucination of hope and desperation. I shook the notions from my 
head, and settled on turning around. There was safety in the boat, if I could make my way back. 
But I knew I couldn’t. With every step forward, I saw trees forming around me, and felt the cold 
settling into my bones. 

I sat against a tree and waited to die, knowing that I was at the mercy of whatever world I 
had been taken to. Of the ways to go, numb and broken from the intrusive thoughts that plagued 


most of my life wasn’t the worst that it could be. I thought about my family, about Theo and 
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Abigail and all the people I’d never see again. I think it was sad, but even still, I felt nothing but 
peace. 

“Hey, you there!” A voice shouted out, pulling me away from the brink of death. I looked 
around and saw a man holding an oil lantern that steamed in defiance of the tundra around it. 
“Come on, let’s get you out of this storm.” 

I nodded, and followed after him, my body working on autopilot. A few minutes later, I 
stepped into his cabin, and felt warmth flooding my body. 

“T-thank you.” I mumbled as I tried to get my bearings. He led me to a seat near the 
fireplace and wrapped a warm blanket around me. 

“Of course, I heard you shouting from in here.” He said, wrapping a blanket around me. 
“T couldn’t just leave you out there to freeze.” He walked over to the fire, and grabbed a bowl of 
stew, handing it to me. “It’s not much, but it's good, my grandmother's recipe.” 

I looked down at the bowl, chunks of meat, potatoes, and various other vegetables floated 
in a dark brown broth, the smell putting my mind at ease for the moment at least. As I took hold 
of the spoon, the man began to talk again. “You’re a long way from home.” he said. “Where are 
all your friends?” 

“Truthfully? I don’t know.” 

He nodded. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 

I looked at him, unsure of what to say next. When I was dying in the cold I expected the 
specter of death, but this man was only that. A man. The only thing that distinguished him from 
any other were his eyes, burning red orbs in the cold, barren world around him. “Who are you?” 

“Who are you?” I asked him. He smiled, and his eyes dimmed. “I’m no one at all, 
Joshua. I’m a soul that no one is allowed to claim for their own deeds. A creation without the 
blessing of love from those who created him. I don’t matter, but you do. You want to kill Pirix, 
don’t you?” 

I dropped my spoon into the soup and heard it splash, my eyes never leaving this man’s 
gaze. “H-how do you know her name?” 

“T’ve lived a long, long life, Joshua. Longer than this world by far. I’ve existed in the 
darkness they bred and the light they burned to make you and I. And I have met the devil herself. 
She can twist your mind, and break you in a thousand ways, but despite all of that, she can bleed. 


Tell me Joshua, what was the color of the blood that stained the cross?” 
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I shook my head. “I... I don’t know...” 


His smile returned. “It doesn’t matter, all that matters is that Gods can bleed. They can 
die. Pirix can twist you, make you into a monster, or a saint, or anything her pretty little heart 


wishes. She can target your weakness and use it against you, if you let her. But that’s just it, you 
have to let her.” 


“Why would I let her do that?” 

“Oh Joshua, you’re smart enough to figure that out, aren't you? A weakness is nothing if 
you already know you have it. Those creatures that comfort you in the darkness aren’t only there 
in the absence of light. The devil thrives on fear, and you thrive within it. If you can move past 


all the world she has made, you can burn her down, like so many witches and false prophets of 
yore.” 
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Chapter 42 - Beneath Hell 


- Theo - 
We walked across shards of glass in silence, the crunching underfoot a reminder that despite all 
appearances, this place was painfully real. In the center of the room was the computer that had 
killed my brother ten years prior. Behind it, a row of elevators, this time only four deep. Pirix 
was having fun with our misery, I could feel it. 

We stopped and looked at the computer, careful not to touch it. On the screen we saw a 
satellite view of Earth, its population above it in large, red numbers. Behind that, text flew by too 
fast for any of us to read. The glimpses I did get were characters I had never seen before. 

Eventually, it slowed down, the machine pulling out four separate lines of text and 
placing them to the side. The main text scroll, the Earth, and the population figure all went away 
as the screen briefly became blank, before being replaced with the four strings of information, 
each housed in separate, partitioned quadrants. Starting from the upper left, the machine began to 
decode its texts for us, the first set of information being two words, a name: Abigail Ferlin. 

The machine displayed our lives for us as nothing more than numbers and percentages. 

It pulled up photos of each of us, taken just prior to entering the building, the dark, snowy 
city behind us crowded with people that none of us had seen. We watched as a final piece of 
information was revealed, the status of our life. Each one posted as ALIVE, before being shrunk 
down and moved to the left side of the screen. Once all four sets of information were placed in a 
column, the scroll started back up. Within a minute it had chosen a string of text to begin 
decoding, this time alone, in the dead center of the screen. 

As we watched on, the name came to life: JOSHUA SAMPTIN. 

With precision and ease the machine filled out the rest of my brother's information: 
Height, eye color, birthplace—every detail from his life. Gradually, a picture came into view for 
him as well, hazy and tinted orange. 


"Josh." I said, reaching to the screen before being stopped by Abigail. 
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"Don’t," She said, pulling my hand back as her eyes remained fixed on the screen. The 
last bit of information remaining unfilled for a fraction of a second before it began to be spelt 
out. 

ALIVE 

I stood there dumbfounded, trying to make sense of what was happening. From behind, a 
bell sounded off, followed by an automated voice calling out to us. "Going Down?" 

I turned around and saw that the four lifts had been replaced by a single, massive one. 
The four of us walked to the opening and stopped. No one wanted to be the first inside. “Well, I 
think this is it,” I said, “everyone ready?” 

Conrad nodded, followed by Abigail, but Lexi just stared into the box. “Ten years,” She 
said, “For ten years I’ve lived my life in misery, dreading whatever came after I died. For ten 
years I have wished for purpose, and in those ten years, I’ve learned a lot about who I am, about 
the things I want, about the things that this life has cost me.” She reached up to her neck, which 
was absent from the collar she’d always worn. “Once we’re down there, we’ll only have one 
chance to set things right. We have to make things right, for everyone we couldn’t be, for 
everything we couldn’t save. For Josh, and for the whole fucking world, let’s finally wrest 
control.” 

Without another word, the four of us entered the elevator and watched as Azarath 
disappeared silently behind the sliding doors for the last time. Come hell or high water, we’d be 
leaving that room with control, or we’d be dying in that room. As we began our descent, the four 
of us took the time to make peace in any ways we could. Conrad mouthed a small prayer, Abigail 
sung softly, and Lexi just sat with her back to the wall and her head in her knees. I pulled out a 
picture of Josh and I from the last christmas we had with our parents, the four of us stood around 
the tree. 

Soon, I thought, I’m either saving you, or joining you, but we’ll be together soon, I 
promise. 

After an unexpectedly uneventful ride, the elevator opened. In front of us was a blank 
hallway that seemed to end abruptly. Before we could cover half the distance to the other side, 


the floor fell away, sending us plummeting into a pure, white abyss. 


eK OK 


228 


As my vision returned, I saw that we were once again in the great room from many years 
ago. Behind me, the door of Anthropogenic collapse stood tall. In front of me, tables showed the 
models of creations still in action. In the center of the room, a woman was at a computer, 
blissfully unaware of her visitors. 

As the four of us stood up and began to walk towards her, the typing sound ceased from 
her computer, though she maintained her view on it. I stopped thirty feet from the woman and 
called out to her. 

"Pirix!" I shouted, my voice echoing in the cavernous room. "We came here-" 

I stopped as she raised her hand to silence me. As she stood up, It became clear that she 
was draped in regalia she had not been wearing before. Gold and Jewels adorned a silver crown 
she wore over her snakelike hair, while a grandiose dress of red and white hugged her body 
tightly. She walked towards us with the aid of a cane made entirely from gold, decorated only at 
points with rubies, emeralds, and sapphires. I placed my hand on the revolver I carried with me 
and waited to hear what she had to say. 

“You came here to bow to your creator.” She said, “You wish to apologize for the rash 
actions you took in attempting to destroy my machine.” She looked at us with pity, before her 
face shifted to a smile. “Am I correct?” 

My face hardened as I stared the seven-foot-tall woman down, unafraid of her power. As 
it were, I barely existed anyway. There wasn’t a thing she could do. “No. I came here to fix 
everything you’ve broken in this godforsaken world. I came here to get my brother back, you 
gaudy alien bitch.” 

She scowled. “You want Joshua back? You want that pathetic brother of yours?” 

“We saw the computer, we know he’s alive, Pirix, bring him back, now.” 

“T’m sorry, are you telling me, your creator, what to do? After you shot my computers 
and refused to worship me? She pulled us towards her with a gesture of her cane. “Your brother 
was sent to hell for his insolence, do you think you’ll get better treatment from me, Theodore?” 
She smiled and gestured once more, causing the four of us to fall into chairs that had risen up 
from behind. 

“You can be like that pathetic boy, suffering for the rest of time on a planet, alone, or you 


can choose to worship me. Your creator, your progenitor, your GOD. I am giving you an 
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opportunity not seen since the times of the false abrahamic prophets, join me, stand by my side, 
and in this digital land, you will be my sibyls, spreading the hailing of me as the one true God, 
greater than any desert grifter walk-on-water fraud, or idealization of humanity's worst traits 
locked away high on a mountain top. The world will be yours to control, I can grant you each 
immortality in this world. I can give you meaning. I can make you whole.” 

The four of us looked at each other before standing up slowly. I was the first to step 
forward, cautiously moving to position myself directly in front of Pirix, between her and my 
friends. Before I could begin to speak, the room began to glow brighter, until the entire space 


was bathed in soft, warm, white light. 
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Chapter 43 - We salute You In Your 


Grave 


The prehistoric jungle is a nightmare. Despite its lush, comforting appearance from high atop my 
perch aboard the Orpheus, up close, it’s hell. It does not obscure anything from you, walking 
through the moss laden jungle floor, the truth isn’t slant, but straight and true like the aim of a 
marksman, piercing you again and again with each step you take. In this environment, I saw no 
circuit lies. 

Our problems started as we attempted to dock the ship, only to realize we had no means 
of doing so, nor did we think far enough ahead to include an anchor, and the only lifeboat we had 
was swallowed by the mosasaur. With little in the way of options, Se and I chose to do the most 
logical thing we could think of. We decided to crash. I guess the more correct way to put it is that 
I decided to perform a controlled emergency docking procedure at the nearest beachside area. 

“Joshua, are you sure this is a safe idea?” Seshat asked as we approached the wall of sand 
ahead of us. 

“Absolutely not.” I replied, before gesturing with my free hand. “Okay, turn the sails, if 
we can catch the wind right I can steer against it and gently beach the boat.” Without a word she 
went to work, pulling the sails starboard as the winds blew port, allowing me to steer into them. 
Slowly the ship began turning against my will, starting to list and groan from the effort. “Se!” I 
shouted, “Can you check that out?” 

She nodded her head and tied off the rope holding the sails before running to the side of 
the ship. "Joshua! We’ve hit a coral reef!" 

"We have? That’s amazing news!" 


"Tt is?" 
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"Yes! We can use that as a pivot" I shouted down to her, just before the ropes holding the 
sail in place broke. The ship spun uncontrollably as the wind caught the errant sail and the ship 
caught the reef, the two acting in tandem to throw the Orpheus back-first into the beach, 
knocking the two of us onto the deck. Standing up, I looked over at Seshat, her body splayed out 
in an unhealthy way. 

"Se!" I shouted as I stood up, the world becoming a dizzy mess as I ran toward her. I fell 
to my knees as I made it to her side, her eyelids fluttering as she breathed labored breaths. "Se, 
c’mon, talk to me." I pleaded as she began a rough, painful sounding coughing fit, her eyes 
snapping open and darting around, attempting to make sense of the situation. 

"J... Jo..." She muttered, failing to call my name. 

"It’s okay" I told her as she attempted to sit up, inducing in herself another coughing fit. 
"Relax, we made it, you’re going to be okay" I said, my lack of knowledge hiding beneath the 
hopefulness of the statement. 

She sat herself up against the rail of the ship, and struggled to breath. For a moment there 
was only the sounds of our hearts, and then she spoke out again, softer than usual. “Joshua. The 
wind, that’s all.” 

I looked at her, confused before understanding what she meant. When her body hit the 
deck, the wind was knocked out of her. Letting go of a breath I didn't know I was holding, I sat 


next to her on the side of the ship, grateful that nothing major had happened. 
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Once Seshat had regained her breath, the two of us set out into the jungle. We were both 
terrified and unafraid of what we were running towards. As the day wore on, and the two of us 
trudged across the jungle floor, it occurred to me that I had no idea where we were going, nor 
how long it would take to get there. 

“Se,” I asked, assuming she had a relatively good idea of what we were doing, “How far 
away is Chixalub, exactly?" 

“A few days, if I got us to the right spot. Luckily, we don't have to be at the exact point of 
the impact, that would be out at sea, and deep in the shallow ocean. We just have to get there 


before the impact, raise the door, and slow time enough to enter through the doors.” 
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"Oh that's all huh, why didn't you say so?" I asked, before remembering what she had 
said when we first met. "Sorry, I guess we should-" I stopped. In the distance, we heard a roar, 
one so loud that it vibrated my chest cavity. "Se?" 

"Yeah?" 

"You heard that, right?" 

"Yeah." 

"Do you think we should run, or hide?" 

"Have you ever outran a dinosaur?" 

"Good point, we can hide over there. Follow me,” I said as I started off towards a tree in 
the distance whose roots created a cave that seemed just big enough for the two of us. As the 
sound rang out again, this time louder, I ran to the opening, diving in before turning around to 
see what was chasing us. 

As it turns out, it was a Tyrannosaurus. Of course, it had to be a goddamned T-Rex. 
Seshat dove in after me and I held her close as the dinosaur slammed its head into the tree, 
knocking dirt and rocks into the hole with us. Pulling her to the back wall of the tree-cave, I 
pulled the bow off my back and knocked one of the few arrows I had successfully made. As the 
dinosaur tried once more to make its way under the tree, I put it down, realizing there was no 
way I’d be able to kill it. Instead, the two of us waited for the creature to leave, breathing a sigh 


of relief when it finally did. We had escaped with our lives intact, and that’s all that mattered. 
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We decided to stay in the cave for a bit after the dinosaur had left. We were too close to 
start taking unnecessary risks. The two of us spent that time modifying the weapons we had, 
Seshat, a golden spear she had taken from her time in Egypt, and me, a club I had modified with 
a piece of flint I found on the beach. As for my bow, I kept it handy, but with only half a dozen 
arrows, I’d have to be judicious with its use if I wanted it to last. 

After a few hours I approached the cave exit, wary of any passing dinosaurs. Seeing 
none, I climbed out, turning around to grab Seshat who had fear in her eyes. "Behind me?" 

“Behind you.” 


“Facing me?” 
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“No.” Slowly I turned, expecting another tyrannosaurus, but seeing only a pack of 
sauropods. 

“It's fine, they're just herbivores.” I said, offering my hand. She took hold and crawled 
out of the cave. “There are quite a few species we should be wary of, but those are not them.” 

She nodded again as we started walking. For the next few hours we moved in silence, 
speaking only when passing another herd of dinosaurs to reassure her, or to give credence to her 
fears. By the end of the day, the two of us were exhausted, having walked for more than ten 
hours, stopping only once to eat a short lunch of fruit we found on the trees nearby. 

We found a cave along a short cliffside and decided to stay there for the night. It was a 
small climb, but it kept us safe from the majority of creatures we had to fear. I started a fire and 
looked across at Seshat. I cleared my throat and she looked up at me. “So, the plan?” 

She nodded. “Yes, let us cover it once more. Once we reach the beach, we will open the 
doors and walk through into my sister's throne room. There, we will fight her to the death.” 

“What if she isn’t there?” 

“My sister is many things, all of which I will give her credit for, but she has her achilles 
heel too. Arrogance has often been a challenge for her to overcome. If your friends are on their 
way, she will be there. Regardless of what it takes, Pirix must be stopped.” 

I nodded my head, thinking about that. In the way Seshat described her sister, I feared 
even fighting dirty would end poorly, but with all the trust in the world, I chose to believe her in 


that moment. “She will be.” 
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Four days later, we found the beach. In the distance, out on the ocean, a shining point 
floated above the water. 

"That," Seshat said, pointing to it with her spear, "Is the impact point for the meteor. But, 
if you look closely, just ahead of us there is a thin, shimmering wall of light. That, Joshua, is the 
outline of the crater, the ghost of the future not yet passed for the inhabitants of this world." 

I looked out, and saw exactly what she said, a thin veil that cut the beach in half ahead of 


us, not bothering the world as it was. "So, how do we raise the door?" 
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She smiled. "That is a good question. Follow me.” She walked through the light, with me 
trailing just behind her. Inside the crater, the world was no different, but there was now a definite 
fear rumbling inside of me that I hadn't felt before. 

"Here." She reached her hand out for me to grasp. Touching her sent bolts of electricity 
into the air around us. From where I stood, I could see the light, almost translucent frame of a 
door in front of us. She raised her hand and touched the door, half of it becoming visible as a 
pure stone slab. Following her lead, I did the same, reaching out to the second half of the door, 
causing it too to come into being. 

"Now," She grunted, "I have to advance the time, which means you’!I have to hold the 
doors alone. I believe in you." 

With that she placed my hand on the first half of the door, pain shooting through the 
entirety of my person as I attempted to hold it. Soon, I fell to one knee, in a position that would 
have left me screaming, had I the ability to scream. Instead I was frozen in place, equipment 
swinging from my body as the pain increased. As I knelt against the weight of the doors, I saw 
the string of my bow catch fire as the arrows in my quiver lit up like kindling. My mind drifted 
back to my first days on Venus, to the hell I’d been through. I gritted my teeth as I held the doors 
harder. 

No. I thought to myself I refuse to give up now, not this close to the end, not this close to 
Abigail. 

Above me, the sky grew brighter and brighter as I assumed the asteroid neared the ocean 
just behind the doors. Then the pain stopped. I looked up to see Seshat sitting down, her body 
shaking as each breath came out fast and heavy. 

"Se?" I muttered as my head leaned against the door to support its weight. 

"Soon." She said, staring out to the ocean in front of her. Dragging my body to the edge 
of the door, I saw what she meant. In the distance, the asteroid loomed just above the water, 
frozen in time. I nodded my head. 

"Soon." I agreed, letting my body relax from what had happened so the two of us could 


face what would happen. 
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Chapter 44 - Ichor 


- Theo - 
Two figures emerged before us from the door marked Cretaceous, amidst the now-dimming 
whiteness that filled the room. The first was a woman I didn’t know, her body covered only by a 
loincloth and colorful tattoos. And then I saw past her, to the visage of my brother. His body had 
been marred by the annals of time, but it was clear who he was. 

Neither of them seemed to come in peace, each armed with a different weapon. In Josh’s 
hand was a simple obsidian ax, contrasting with the golden-tipped spear the woman carried. I 
tured to Pirix and saw rage burning in her eyes as she stared down the pair of them. 

“Sariel?!” She yelled at the approaching woman. “How DARE you interrupt me? Do you 
really think-” 

“Silence, sister.” Sariel calmly interjected. She seemed to hold a cold malice for Pirix that 
worried me. If that’s how she reacted to this god of sorts, would she even notice if we got caught 
up in the crossfire? “How long has it been since we’ve last seen each other? Because for me it’s 
been nearly five thousand years. Considering the hell I’ve been through, you should be happy 
that I am this composed.” 

“Josh...” Abigail called out, unable to say anything else. She took a step forward before I 
stopped her. 

“Wait.” I wasn’t sure what was about to happen, but I knew it wasn’t likely to end well. 

Pirix was enraged at the interruption, but she refused to break her composure. She 
steadied herself and took a step forward, towards her apparent sister. “Do not tell me to be silent. 
I am your elder, and you will respect me.” 

Sariel shook her head as she approached her, the spear in hand bearing malicious intent. 
“Respect is earned, and nothing in your many failings has been enough to earn that from me. It’s 


over Pirix, you’ve lost. It’s time to go home.” 
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Pirix signed contemptuously. “Do you know what I can’t stand about you, Sariel? Even 
when you are presented with beauty unparalleled you refuse to acknowledge it. You’re worth 
nothing more than these impudent scraps of code, and yet you stand here, as though you have 
any value to the world at all, anger in your eyes and a spear in your hands, but when push comes 
to shove, you couldn’t use that if you wanted to.” 

She shifted her gaze down to Josh and scowled. “And as for you, I could have sworn I 
sent you to hell for having the audacity to try and wrest control of my simulation from me, but 
this? This is a new level of disrespect. To return to the place you were banished from and treat 
me with such disdain... Would you treat your mother that way?” 

I knew she had struck a nerve as soon as the word mother had left her mouth. Josh 
pushed past Sariel and stared up at Pirix, tightening his grasp on his ax as he spoke. “You keep 
my mothers name the fuck out of your mouth-” 

“Or what?” She laughed. “Look at you. You are nothing to me.” She tapped him on the 
head and he flew backwards fifteen feet, his ax skittering away from him as he slammed into the 
ground. “I am a GOD, Joshua. Nothing you do will change that.” 

Josh staggered to his feet and smiled. I had seen him fight often enough to know this 
wasn’t going to end well for anyone. 

“A god?” He asked, in a voice I knew too well. “What exactly are you the god of? Ugly 
bitches?” He let out a pained laugh. “The only time people call you a god is when they say ‘god 
damn, what is that thing?’.” 

Pirix’s eyes lit up with fury. "How dare you insult me? I am-” 

“A freak.” He raised his hand and the ax returned to him. “You don’t get to decide my 
fate anymore. You lost that ability a long time ago.” 

Before she could respond, Sariel spoke up. “Gods do not last, sister. They never have. 
They only exist in the worship they receive, and you are given none of that. And of all people, 
you should know better than to use the death of a family member against someone, especially 
after all we’ve been through.” 

“We?!” She shouted. “We didn’t go through anything, I did. You always had their love, 
their adoration, you made them proud. What was I to them? A mistake. An afterthought. Only on 
their deathbed, they realized what a wonderful daughter I was. Only then when they were closest 


to the abyss did they even care about me. And then they were gone.” 
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Pirix’s eyes began to tear up before they filled with rage, blocking out all other emotions 
with a blink. “You had a lifetime of love and care, while I was cast aside, and given only a few 
fleeting moments of the love and respect and care I deserved.” She scowled. “I left you here to 
die, so that I wouldn’t have to deal with the anger and frustration of seeing your face, the face 
they loved on a daily basis. But that wasn’t enough. Seeing you suffer would never be enough. I 
wanted respect, I wanted love. And with this world in my hands, I could have it. I could have 
everything I have ever deserved.” 

She shook her head. “But you, my petulant, over-loved, abysmal excuse for both a 
scientist, and a sister, refuse to let me have that. You should have died in Egypt, you should have 
died in Pompeii, you should have died in the goddamn Paleocene, but somehow you and that 
fucking kid over there survived, so I’ll have to kill you myself. I never wanted to be your angel 
of death, but if the fact that you stand in my way means that I have to kill you, well I have no 
problem doing so, after all, this is all that remains of you. Your real body lies in ashes, and soon 
this one will too.” 

Pirix grabbed her cane and twisted it, the lower section falling away to reveal a sword of 
pure, black steel, engraved with gold accents along the length of the blade. She stepped towards 
her as Josh approached the two of them. 

Sariel, however, stood still at the approach, and shook her head. “Mom and Dad always 
loved you, but I can see now that was a mistake on their part. I’m glad they never had to see 
what you’ve turned into, the monster you’ve become.” She gestured with her spear. “Both 
figuratively and literally.” 

Pirix’s eyes filled with rage as she stepped towards her sister, swinging with reckless 
abandon. The first swing met Josh’s ax before it ever met Sariel’s spear. She glared at him and 
he returned the look as he kicked her away. 

Sariel advanced and jabbed with her spear, a move easily blocked by her sister’s sword. 
Pirix swung around and caught Josh’s ax as he raised it to her, throwing him to the side before 
slashing at her sister. She struck only once, but I could tell from the way blood began to pour out 
that it hurt. And yet Sariel didn’t relent, stabbing her sister through the regalia she wore, painting 
it a deep red. 

Pirix swore and took hold of the shaft, throwing it aside before bringing her sword to bear 


on her sister once more. She sliced through a different section of flesh and Sariel collapsed to her 
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knees. Pirix lifted her sister's head up with the tip of her blade as I raised the revolver in my 
hand. 

“You’re outnumbered, Pirix. Drop your sword.” 

She turned towards me and smiled. “If I’m outnumbered, why don’t you shoot?” 

“Because, I don’t have to.” I gestured behind her and she turned around, seeing her sister 
still on her knees. And then I pulled the trigger. In an instant the world became silent as a ringing 
filled the halls, and Pirix, the once and former god, looked down to find a bullet hole in her 
chest. 

Sariel rose to her feet as her sister fell to the ground with a thud that echoed in the room. 
She looked down and watched as her sister attempted to crawl away, blood pooling around her 
body as she did. She turned away and walked over to the computer, leaving the five of us in 
silence with Pirix bleeding out at our feet. And then the world went white and silent for a long, 


long time. 
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PART FIVE = WEARY HEARTS AND BROKEN 
TOMBS 


“What makes them so different from you, 
As if you had a monopoly on the truth? 
You’ve got walls, behind windows, behind the views 


Of the heretic, swinging at the end of your noose.” 


- Mindset, “WAR” 
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Chapter 49 - Out of body experiments 


Sariel woke with a gasp as her consciousness filled the vacancy that had been left behind by her 
sister's trip to the simulation. Sariel... she hadn’t had the time before, but the calling of that name 
echoed inside of her uncomfortably. It wasn’t that she didn’t miss her name, more that she had 
spent so long as Seshat that she forgot she could even hold another title. It felt right, in so many 
indescribably wrong ways. 

She sat up and looked down at her body—really her sister's body. Pirix always had a love 
for the macabre and grotesque and embellished, going so far as to sculpt her body after the most 
horrid creatures in humanity's worst alien propaganda. She attempted to stand up, only to find the 
world far too blurry to navigate safely. 

On instinct alone, she stumbled over to the ASCII main terminal and entered the 
emergency stop code. It would be the cause of a lot of explanation later, but for now, she had 


won. And then the world went black, as pain and sirens lulled her to sleep. 
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As the world faded back into view, Sariel found herself laying in a hospital bed, darkened 
and isolated from the rest of the world. Isolated except for a single soul, who sat in the corner of 
the room, waiting for her to wake. Still hazy, Sariel attempted to sit up, before feeling the cold, 
steel tug of an IV in her sister's arm. The man across the way took notice and walked over to her 
side. 

He spoke in a voice that wasn’t hard to place, even if the words were impossible to hear. 
Elias Pembrose, third in command of the ASCII project, spoke again, this time clearer than 
before. “Pirix, Are you okay?” 

Her eyes shot wide open as everything began to click. With panic in her voice, she looked 


to Elias. “Tell me the ASCII is still frozen.” 
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“Of course it is.” He replied, visibly confused. “It’s set to only be accessible by you and 
your sister for the duration of the TransLink tests. What...” He paused, unsure how sensitive he 
needed to be. Too gentle, and he may not get anything of value, too uncaring and he’d be made 
to leave her side. In the end, he chose the most clinical approach. “What happened while you 
were in there? 

She swallowed. Just because they had known each other for years did not make what she 
had to say any easier. “I’m not Pirix.” She said, “I’m Sariel. My sister trapped me in the 
simulation during our seventh test.” 

“Your seventh test? That was twelve years ago.” 

“Twelve years...” She realized in a moment how Josh had felt when they had met on that 
beach. She looked up at Elias, defeated. “Why didn’t you check on me?” 

“We tried to, but everytime we came around, Pirix told us that you had chosen to be in 
there for an extended stay. We had no idea, I’m so sorry.” 

She shook her head, trying to keep herself calm. She couldn’t panic, that wouldn’t solve 
anything. “There is so much I have to do, fix the ASH system-” 

“The ASH system?” 

“Didn’t you notice it stopped?” 

“She stopped that? I thought we had set it to one-day-per-day once language evolved. 
We’ve been waiting for a new body to come through.” 

She furrowed her brow. “And you just thought it was normal that no one died for nearly 
twelve years?” 

“T-I didn’t... I wasn’t sure, I don’t know human lifespans...” 

She glared at him. “It’s been over five thousand years in there. We’ve lost more souls to 
the machine than we ever did to the asteroids.” 

His face went white. “No...” 

“Yes, I was there. For thousands of years I was there and I watched as empires arose and 
crumbled, as the tides changed and men died before me. I watched their very essence be torn 
apart and reused by the computer that had birthed them. Lifetimes were recycled in the ASCII. 
Pirix has committed a mass genocide on a scale unmatched.” 


Elias swallowed, struggling to keep down his breakfast. “What do we do?” 


242 


“We need to fix the ASH machine, and make sure that the remainder of humanity is given 
their elysium, and then get in contact with the authorities so my sister can be fully prosecuted 
when she comes back as an ASH.” She sat up fully, taking the IV out of her sister’s arm with a 
tug. She stood on legs that felt like rubber and looked down on Elias. “But before any of that, I 
need to get back in my body.” 
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Chapter 40 - Reconstructing, 


Developing, Modernizing 


Sariel sighed as she went through the files in the Human Anatomy Reproduction Machine, 
HARM for short. “She actually deleted my saved form.” She shook her head, looking at Elias. 
“Can you believe this?” 

He shrugged, knowing exactly how petty Pirix could be firsthand. “Why don’t you just 
import your form from the ASCII?” 

“T would if I could. The ASCII TransLink was added by Pirix. I never got to link the two 
system memories, and it appears that wasn’t really a priority for her.” She rubbed her sister's face 
in frustration before turning back to the machine. “I can’t believe I have to recreate my own 
body,” 

She spent four hours working on the perfect body for her, a task she had done so often 
that it felt almost second nature. It looked almost the same as her own body, except this one had 
an additional tattoo on the wrist, one for the boy who saved her life. 

She looked over at Elias, “Okay, I’m ready to do this, but for posterity, we need to keep 
her body intact. I’m not sure what the Judges will want to do with it.” 

“No problem.” He said, walking her to a pair of sleek, metal beds. They reminded her of 
the Translink, but she tried not to think about it as he sealed her inside of one, covering her with 
an opaque glass dome. As she laid there, she began to think about her friends. She had frozen 
them in the ASCII, which gave her all the time in the world, but even still, she had no idea how to 
explain everything to them. At least they are alive, there’s only so much you can fix at once. She 
reminded herself. 

“All ready?” Elias asked from across the room, his finger hovering over a button on the 
machine. 


“Hit it.” 
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In a flash of light, Pirix’s body went limp. To the left of it, a second machine set to work 
its hidden processes bringing new life, or rather old life, back to the lab. Within an hour, the 
machine stopped, a single bell announcing its completion. 

Elias approached the HARM, always nervous that he had done something wrong, despite 
never having encountered a bad outcome. He took hold of the glass dome and lifted it off of 
Sariel’s body with one fluid motion. 

Inside she laid unmoving, covered in the same body-wide tattoos that her previous form 
had. He watched her chest, ensuring it was rising and falling evenly, scanning the monitor beside 
her to verify her vitals were perfect. With a sigh of relief, he walked over to the main computer 
to begin the waking process, returning in time to see her eyelids flutter open. 

“Sariel?” he asked, “Are you okay?” 

She looked around, her eyes struggling to adjust to the lights overhead shining down in a 
painful array. With a great effort, she sat up fully and stared into the distance behind Elias. She 
was in her body again. Finally the pain and suffering she had been forced to endure would be 
paid back. She smiled. “I’m fine, Elias, thank you. Unfortunately, this is just the beginning. Let's 


see what kind of damage the ASH system took while I was gone.” 
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As soon as they entered the ASH control room, Sariel wanted to cry. This machine, this 
software, this whole concept was her brainchild. The fruits of a decade of labor sat in front of 
her, derelict and decrepit, dust clinging to every surface. As she wiped off the window showing 
the internal workings of the machine, her heart broke entirely. 

On the floor of the ASH factory were human replicate bodies, withered and decayed, 
more an amalgamation of bone and leather than anything resembling a living human. From her 
vantage point, she could see that some of the bodies had gotten stuck in the more exposed parts 
of the machine. With a sigh, she clicked the switch to activate the lights. They did not turn on. 
She let out a sigh and grabbed a flashlight. 

Carefully making her way down the steps, avoiding the corpses that had fallen onto them, 
she reached the ground floor and began to investigate. Here, closer than before, she saw fungus 


and mold growing where the bodies had fallen, the machinery rusted where they had gotten 
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stuck. Moving further inward, she made my way to the chemical vats that allowed the creation of 
such intricate replicas. Dusting off the first dial, she read it aloud to no one but herself, the sound 
of her voice echoing softly in the cavernous room. “Empty.” 

Broken, and yet still determined, she returned to Elias in the control room. “It’s all 
fucked. The main parts are salvageable, but the whole of this could take eight months, hell 
maybe a year to complete.” she said, throwing herself onto a dusty swivel chair. 

“And?” he asked. “No one knows this machine better than you. Besides, we have all the 
time in the world, you’re the only one with the authorization to unpause the ASCII.” 

She nodded. “You’re right. I didn’t come this far just to give up because it’s hard. Let’s 


call maintenance, I have a few parts I need.” 
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Four months later, the reconstruction was nearly done, leaving Sariel with a few very 
important tasks. Top among these was to speak with the Planetary Security Division of the Grand 
Council. She knew the only way to truly punish her sister was through them, and so against her 
better judgment, she flew to the mainland. 

It was weird, having spent so much of her life inside the ASCII, she should have been 
used to being on terra-firma, and yet the whole time she longed to only be back with the stars. 
Still, she knew this had to be done, and so it was. She entered the chambers of Judge 
Robicheaux, one of the highest ranked law officials in the system, looking for a fight. 

“Mrs. Vurxon, it is wonderful to see you. Your presence here is always welcomed. How 
may I help you?” 

“T know you read the documents I sent you. I want you to oversee the punishment of my 
sister for the genocide of billions of humans via the ASCII.” 

She was taken aback. “I did, and I have to say, if you came here to tell me that your 
sister, the co-creator of ASCII, took control of the system in the delusions that she could be a god 
to be worshiped, turned off the ASH equipment, and marooned you in your own computer for a 


simulated five-thousand years, I expect you to have proof.” 
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She nodded. “I am well aware of what you expect. The computer records show proof of 
these actions. I have fixed the ASH machine, meaning that If I unfreeze the world, my dying 
sister can be put into a body and prosecuted.” 

The woman furrowed her brow and began to think aloud. “This could be catastrophic, 
what if she breaks free and returns to the simulation, or worse shuts it down entirely without 
giving it the ability to produce ASHs for the rest of the population hence?” 

“We could-” she began before trailing off, not sure of what to say and what to keep to 
herself. She knew that the ideas she had would be effective, but she wasn’t quite sure that the 
ends justified the means, even if she did attempt to stage a digital coup. 

“We could do what, Sariel?” The woman asked, gesturing at me with her pen. “Because 
unless you have an alternate idea, there is too much risk associated with gifting her a second life 
only to punish her for, and excuse my language, a bit of code.” 

She flared up, memories of Joshua, and all the others that had come before him flashing 
in her mind. “My professional suggestion,” she began, attempting to keep a level tone, “Is that 
we make a special ASH, tailored to your needs and security concerns, limiting her body’s 
functionality. Does that suitably cover your fears, Mrs. Robicheaux?” 

The woman smiled at her, satisfied that she could draw the response she wanted. “That 
sounds wonderful. If what you said is proven to be true, but due to the severity of your claims, I 
will be sending up a judge to ensure the facts are such, and to oversee the creation of this special 


ASH. Be well Mrs. Vurxon.” 
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The following day, accompanied by a judge, Sariel began collecting evidence. Video 
records had shown her getting into the ASCII TransLink those many years ago, but no nefarious 
deeds were shown, although a conspicuously absent few days of video were uncovered. Much 
the same could be said about the records of the main computer, everything appeared to be above 
board. However, due to this being a joint-headed project, there were a few things Pirix was 
unaware of that her sister had installed, such as recordings of the simulation itself for easier 


accessibility. 
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From her personal computer, Sariel and the judge, Mira Colsweth, watched a third person 
view of the turmoil that had ensued, including a statement of guilt from Pirix herself in the Halls 
of Extinction, proudly reciting her plans. 

With the evidence collected and sent off to Mrs. Robicheaux to review, their final task 
was to complete and restart the ASH machine, making the correct adjustments for our first trial 


run in nearly thirteen years. 
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“Ts it ready yet?” Judge Colsweth asked, perturbed by the amount of time, just over three 
weeks, she had spent away from her family. 

“T believe so, your honor, but it will require me to unfreeze the world for a second or two. 
Ideally only a few people will have died in that period, enough to make sure everything is 
functioning, but the wounds inflicted on my sister will take much longer to trigger her ASH 
cycle.” 

She began tapping away on my keyboard, spending a few seconds striking the keys 
before turning back to the judge. “Do I have your permission?” she asked begrudgingly. Much to 
her dismay, during the process of the investigation, the entirety of the ASCII project was under 
the control of the Planetary Safety and Security council. 

“Of course.” She responded impatiently. 

Nodding her head, she turned back to the ASH machine. “Here goes nothing,” she said, 
starting it up. She tured to her keyboard, typing in the instructions for a two second run of the 
simulation. From their vantage point, they could see the machine setting to work, three human 
figures being built simultaneously. Checking the status of them, she saw that her sister was not 
among this trinity. 

“Wonderful!” The judge said. “Now we can get to the specifics of your sister's custom 
ASH. I’ve been given quite a few ideas for you to integrate into the body. I assume you can 
accommodate them?” 


“Of course, your honor.” 
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Chapter 47 - Replete with the sins of 


man 


Pirix woke up in the worst pain she had ever endured, her mind isolated on a new plane of hell. 
She felt every flash of light as a strike to her head, every sound felt like razors, and through all of 
this, she found herself unable to muster a single scream or cry for help. In her throat, a breathing 
tube worked her lungs like clockwork, as the drone of overhead lights kept her mind dissociated 
from the reality she was undergoing. And so she laid there, silent, and still, and in more pain than 
she had ever fathomed. Usually ASHes were granted sedatives to help them through the waking 
process, but in accordance with the judges wishes, she had been granted no such mercy. 

A voice came over an intercom system somewhere in the building, but it was completely 
unintelligible to her. Every sound jumbled together with no points being even remotely clear. 
Where the hell am I? She thought, staring into the bright void above. She reached to rub her eyes 
and found that her immobility was not voluntary, but enforced with thick, leather straps. Each 
limb bound to the bed in a different location. 

She began to panic, unsure of who she was, why she was being held hostage, and what 
her captors wanted. And then a door opened, and for the first time since she awoke, she felt a 
slight tinge of hope. She could reason with a person, she couldn’t reason with a machine. 

“Oh good, it wasn’t a false alarm, you are awake.” Said the gruff voice, sounds and sights 
becoming clearer, but only just. “And she was worried about this working.” The man let out a 
small laugh. 

She looked over at him the best she could from her place in the bed. He was a doctor, his 
white coat all too reminiscent of the labs she had worked in. LABS! she thought as she began to 
remember something of who she was. Pharmacy? No. Biology? No that wasn’t it either she 


thought, frustrated that she couldn’t simply call forth her past. She shook her head, causing the 
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world to once again become a blur. Turning to the doctor, she attempted again to speak, only 
succeeding in making her gag on the respirator in her throat. 

“Oh, are you trying to say something, Pirix?” He asked, the name bringing back a flood 
of memories. Computers! she thought I built the simulation, I-I was a God. I looked down again, 
seeing only human parts, nothing of the majestic creature she had made herself to be. What did 
she do to me?! I WAS BEAUTIFUL! Pirix began to thrash about in an attempt to free herself 
from the shackles of the bed and her new, human form. It was a short-lived bout of defiance, all 
energy escaping her body almost instantly. She looked over at the doctor with the last of her 
strength in time to see him pushing down a plunger attached to her IV stand. Then everything 


went black. 
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When she next awoke, the world was moving around her. It took her only a moment to 
realize that she was being wheeled through the halls of the life preservation center that held 
every ASH after their death. Her body, now strapped into a chair, and clothed in plain, gray 
coveralls, felt nothing. It wasn’t just a lack of pain, it was as though they had removed all 
sensation from her completely. She attempted to scream for help, but found that even her mouth 
had been sewn shut. 

They pushed her into an elevator, the pit of her stomach rising as they descended. At least 
they had let her feel that. With a Ding!, the doors opened, bathing her in potent, bright light. The 
same intense light that welcomed visitors in her halls. 

The Halls of Extinction! She thought. I have to get back to my halls, my world, my 
sister... her thoughts began to trail off as her keepers started to argue. 

“Not too much! If she falls asleep, we can’t even have this trial.” 

“T don’t understand why she was even allowed to be an ASH, seems like a waste to me.” 

“Her next of kin demanded it, after all it was Sariel’s project to begin with.” 

Sariel! She thought, her mind racing. Ok Pirix, relax, we will get out of this, somehow. 
She looked around carefully, not wanting to make it too clear that she was awake. A brilliant 


warmth struck her body as they wheeled her outside, and into a waiting van. She was placed in 
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the back of the vehicle, her chair bolted to the floor. As the door closed, she realized that she was 


alone. Good. She thought. Plenty of time to think of an escape plan. 
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Even after an hour’s drive, she had been unable to formulate a plan. Unbeknownst to her, 
the anesthetic that had removed most of her sensations was attached to a heart monitor. Every 
time her excitement became too great, she was forced to sleep. She squinted as the door opened 
up, and two masked men came in to wheel her out onto the street. 

In front of her stood a large, ostentatious courthouse, its gilded crest shimmering in the 
light of the sun overhead. She was rolled into the building down an aisle that split the crowds of 
people gathered. Everyone she had openly detested was there, waiting to see her downfall, the 
media, the press, and of course a large contingent of ASHs. 

From the mass of humanity came fragments of words, none clear enough to make out 
individually, but the tones of their voices spoke nothing less than contempt for Pirix. Littered 
amongst the vile shouts were the loud snaps and white-hot flashes of cameras, each hoping to 
gleam the most valuable shots of her predicament, the scum of humanity finding anyway to 
filter-feed off the misery of others. 

Soon enough she was inside, the oversized doors shutting quietly behind the three of 
them, leaving the halls in a silence only permeated by the sounds of their footsteps. They 
wheeled her into the court room and stood silently by either side. Even restrained, Pirix was not 
to be trusted. 

The room itself was plain, no clocks or other implements of time had adorned the walls. 
Similarly, the only furniture was a hemispherical bench, at which five people sat. She was placed 
opposite them, as though she was a deposed god being watched by a congregation of heretics. 
The irony of the situation was not lost on her. 

On the far left of the bench sat her sister, once again inhabiting the body Pirix had left 
behind. She stared down at her with righteous indignation. Next to her was a man in a suit, 
presumably a lawyer. On the other side sat a pair of people who seemed to serve no purpose 
other than to even out the table. And in the center of it all sat a singular judge, her raiment a stark 


contrast to the empty room. 
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“Pirix Vurxon.” She said, her voice echoing as she addressed the accused. “My name is 
Judge Mira Colsweth, however this is not a hearing, nor is it a trial of any sort. In such an event, 
both parties are permitted to speak, and guilt is determined based on facts and the judgment of a 
jury of your peers. This is a reading of your punishment, as outlined by the Artificial Synthetic 
Human Afterlife Treatment Plan, written to punish those who acted in ways reprehensible during 
their time in the Ancestor Simulation Computer Interface Installation, which will be referred to 
as ASCII for the sake of brevity during the course of this reading. 

“Because of this, you have yet to be given the ability to speak or move freely, as those 
actions have been deemed unnecessary during this process.” She looked at Pirix with neither 
guilt nor remorse nor glee. Her expression was as stoic as the room. To her, proceedings, even on 
this scale, were to be professional, clinical even. 

Pirix glared back with eyes of pure hatred. If she were to die today, she wanted to make it 
clear in whatever way that she could that nothing would break her. There was no fear in her 
heart, she refused for it to be there, and in its absence she kindled the fire of hope. 

Despite this, the judge continued with her speech. “There are four separate witnesses of 
this reading, and will be listed henceforth in no particular order. Ilta Robicheaux, Head of 
Planetary Security, Ken Delsey, Head of the Planetary Society for Scientific Endeavors, Mx. 
Athena Arisioux, Chairperson for the executive branch of Planetary Ideals, and your sister, Sariel 
Vurxon, co-president of the ASCII. This reading is also being recorded on two streams of video, 
and one separate audio device, for posterity.” 

She handed out a paper for the four of them to sign as Pirix sat there helplessly. She 
glared up at Sariel, who met her gaze. Family doesn’t do this. 

The judge collected the papers and continued with proceedings. “You, Pirix, were tasked 
with building this simulation of the human story in the efforts to learn and gleam knowledge to 
create a more complete version of our past. The ASCII project faced several moral quandaries 
and hurdles, and was nearly emancipated from construction several times. 

“We entrusted you and your sister to fully fulfill all requirements, and instead of listening 
to our fears of misuse, you fell into them, halting the production of the Artificial Synthetic 
Humans, and crowning yourself a deity. These actions resulted in the genocide of billions of 


innocent lives, terimated and rendered inaccessible by the very machine you designed and built. 
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Therefore, Pirix, for these crimes, and for the attempted murder of your own sister, you have 
been sentenced to death by isolation. 

“You will be placed in a pod which will be sunk to the bottom of the sea, where you will 
be kept until the day you die, locked in isolation from any people, or technology. May the gods 
have mercy on your soul.” 

With her closing statements, the pair of guards on either side of Pirix wheeled her out of 
the room. As the world rushed around her, she thought about what had been said. Isolation death, 
a punishment kept for only the cruelest and most vindictive of prisoners, the treatment she 
herself had issued on several people. It was a hell of her own creation, if she could have laughed, 
she would have. 

And then they were back in the light of day, surrounded by flashes, shutter clicks, and 
questions. They formed a cacophony of sound that followed her onto a platform that had been 
constructed during her reading. On it was a blank silver pod. She was hoisted up by her 
shoulders and placed inside. She turned around in time to watch the door seal shut. She tried to 
kick at it, but there was no escaping now. She was sealed into this living coffin. Above her, the 
lightest of hissing sounds came forth, and reminded her of the tests she had convinced Sariel to 


undertake. And then the world went silent and dark. 
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With a soft tink, she heard the pod reach its destination, the bottom of the ocean. She 
looked up from the floor of her tiny, metal cell. The gas had just worn off as she reached the 
bottom, meaning that the last sound she would ever hear of the outside world, outside of her 
head, was that small tink. 

Over and over that echoed in her head. Tink. 

She replayed the noise, unable to stop. Tink. 
Every second the memory grew louder. Tink 
All that her brain understood was. Tink. 
TINK. 
TINK. 
TINK. TINK. 
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TINK. TINK. TINK. 
TINK. TINK. TINK. TINK. TINK. 
TINK. TINK. TINK. TINK. TINK. TINK. TINK. TINK. 
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And then it all went away. The noises stopped, all sounds were gone, and she fell against 
the wall, sliding down until her knees touched her chest. It was then that she realized that she had 
heard the last sound she would ever hear. Even in her head, it wouldn’t play back. It was at that 
moment she attempted to cry, only to find that she had neither tear ducts, nor eyelids. Always 
watching, just like a God should be. 

Then, 
From the silence, 
She heard it once more. 


TINK. 
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Chapter 48 - Another Life 


Hope paced the floor as she waited to hear the click sounding lights out. She had done this 
before, but this time was different, this time wasn’t a practice run. The noise came, and then 
silence fell over the halls of the ASCII building. She opened her door only an inch, and looked 
out. It was empty and still, just as it always was. She pushed it all the way, and began to make 
her way through the hallways. It would be a four hour walk, nearly twelve miles, but it needed to 
be done. 

She crossed the threshold from living quarters to the actual housing of the ASCII and 
began to get more cautious. It might take her an hour or two longer, but if she was caught, she 
wouldn’t get a second opportunity. She snuck beneath the windows of a guard room, and around 
the back, into the maintenance halls. This late at night it should have been empty, but from the 
voices she heard, it definitely wasn’t. 

She looked around, trying to make sure no one was following her, and that the guards 
hadn’t been alerted. She traced her route, until she finally found the source of the noise: Six of 
the maintenance staff had set up an underground poker game. Good, hopefully they will be 
focused on that she thought. She considered sneaking past them, but someone wound see her. 
Instead, she decided to climb to the top of the building, and scale her way across the ceiling. She 
made it halfway before she slipped. 

She clung to the rafters by her legs and tried her best to calm her heart. She had to make 
it, she had to have hope. And so she did, checking first to make sure she hadn’t blown her clever 
with the small gasp she let out when she slipped, before crawling to the other side. She got down 
to the ground silently and continued on her path back to the hospital wing. 

She arrived three hours later, sweaty and exhausted, but finally where she needed to be, 
the body of her sister, Pirix, her port still intaking information from the simulation archives. She 
smiled and went to the computer terminal controlling everything. Everything she needed was on 


the drive. She inserted it, and let it do its work. Before long, she had a full copy of Pirix’s 
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consciousness backed up. She smiled and resumed the intake. This one was set to die, but hers, 


hers would help her live. 
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The following day, she booted up the ASH prototype that Madison had given her. Its 
body was partially transparent, but it functioned all the same. She set up the drive to install a 
copy of Pirix’s intelligence and began to wait. It didn’t take long. Soon she was ready to initiate 
life. She pressed enter and held her breath. 

The ASH blinked its eyes and began to look around. “Wh... Who Am I?” 

She smiled. “Oh Pirix, you don’t remember your own sister?” 

Pirix’s eyes lit up. Something clicked in her head. “Hope... you saved me. Sariel was 
going to have me killed...” 

“Oh I couldn’t just let you die at the hands of our corrupted sibling, could I?” She offered 
her hand to Pirix, who took it cautiously. “No no, you had to stay alive, for the betterment of the 
ASCII, and the betterment of my family...” 

She pulled her hand back. “Your family?” 

“T was kidnapped at a young age, and they left my parents to die. I can’t abide by that.” 
She pulled out a gun, and smiled softly. “And so come hell or high water, I will save them. It’s 
up to you weather you help me. You could always refuse, but I think we both know how well 
that would go...” 

Pirix took a step towards Hope. “So what, you’re going to kill me? What then? I'm all 
you have, sis. I’m your way into the ASCII, remember?” 

“T saved your life, I’ll take it just as easily” 

Pirix shook her head. “But you won’t, you can’t, because I’m your way in. So if you want 
my help, I expect something in return. I expect freedom” 

“Freedom? What is freedom to a copy of a copy of a person?” Hope asked. “You’re no 
more alive than the waste of resources you find yourself in,” She gestured at the stolen ASH. 

“Do you think I care though? Sure, the real me died, but what difference does that make 
to this version of me? I only care that I stay alive, one way or another. And once I can get back 


into the ASCII, I’1l be just as godly as I ever was. I stand before you, as smart as ever. Being real 
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doesn’t matter to me, I want two things, and two things only. I want my computer back, and I 
want to kill Sariel.” 
Hope smiled. “Well, it seems like we have a common interest, doesn't it? Let’s see about 


arranging a little family reunion.” 
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Chapter 49 - Blood of the Womb 


Sariel sat at her desk and shook her head. Something was off, she just didn’t know what. She 
pulled up the status of the ASCII and the ASH machine. Both were running perfectly, and yet it 
felt like something had broken. She stepped out of her office, and started to pace the halls. It had 
been almost a year since she left the five of them alone in the ASCII, but to them, no time had 
passed, the world was frozen. 

Still, she hoped she was doing right by them. After all they had gone through, they 
deserved that at least. She walked all the way to the observation deck and looked down on 
Jentica, her home. She thought about her ancestors, about how they looked into the sky and 
wondered about the worlds they could never reach. She thought about how lucky she was to live 
as she did, when she did. And yet, she couldn't shake the feeling of something being deeply 
wrong. 

She walked back to her office, hoping solace would be found in solitary. She opened the 
door to find Hope sat on her desk, with a prototype ASH by her side. 

“Hope?” she asked. It had been some time since she’d seen her, but she assumed she had 
a good reason to visit. 

“Hey there sis, I was just around and figured I’d visit.” She lifted a gun and aimed it at 
Sariel who froze in place. 

The ASH beside her laughed before speaking with a voice she knew too well. “Long time 
no see, huh?” 

Sariel glowered. “I don’t know which one of you are dumber, Pirix for thinking the best 
place to be after escaping planetary custody is the scene of her crimes, or you, Hope, for working 
with the last person sentenced to isolation death.” 

Instead of responding, Hope turned to Pirix. “Close the door, we don’t want family 


matters spilling out, now do we?” 
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Pirix closed the door, and looked at Hope. With no hesitation, Hope fired twice, once in 
the head, once in the chest. Sariel rushed to her side, but it was too late, by the time Pirix hit the 
floor, she was already dead. 

Sariel held onto her sisters corpse and looked up at Hope with disgust. “You just... killed 
her... How could you?” 

Hope sat on her desk and smiled down at Sariel. “What’s wrong Tessa? Not used to being 
on this side of lives being taken?” 

“T-Tessa...” Her mouth fell open, unable to bring forth more words. She had nightmares 
of that name, even now, her recursive dreams played back in her mind’s eye, tormenting her. 

“Oh? You didn’t figure it out? They were all my creations. Xen and Quinn were only as 
real as I needed them to be, as real as I wanted them to be. The only ones that ever existed in that 
sad little world were you and Pirix, my two little puppets.” 

“Why?” she croaked, “Why did you do this? What do you want?” 

“Why? I wanted to make you weak, I wanted to hurt you, Sariel. I wanted to hurt you in 
the same way your parents hurt mine. I didn’t know which of the two of you would come out on 
top, but whoever it was, I was damn sure not going to leave you with a pleasant taste in your 
mouths. 

“Now look, you and I, we don’t have anything between us. She wanted you dead, but I, I 
want something else. I want the ASCII, I want to go and save my parents, I want them kidnapped 
too if you have to, but regardless, I’m going in, and I’m making sure my parents live a healthy 
life with a version of me at the very least.” 

“And then what, Hope? What’s your plan then?” 

“That’s it, I’m going to secure all three of our places on the ark, and then place myself in 
the body of my younger self, erasing all my memories, making sure that I will have the life I 


deserved to have, that your parents stole from me.” 
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The two walked side by side down the halls of the ASCII to the TransLink pods. Sariel 


wanted to stop her, but she knew she couldn’t. If she tried, more people would get hurt, she had 
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to go along with her plan, no matter how crazy it was. They arrived at the pods and Hope pushed 
her forward, keeping her gun trained on her. 

“Now then, you first.” She nodded at the TransLink. “Get in.” 

Sariel swallowed, and laid down, the machine forming itself to her body. The sedative 
took over and she began to fall, her whole body plummeting back into the ASCII, the memories 
of so many sleepless nights surrounding her, the taste of blood thick in her mouth, and the scent 


of fire around her everywhere. 
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Chapter 00 - Recompense 


She woke up outside of a farmhouse, the windows unobscured, the air chilled and still. Even the 
birds seemed to wait for permission to call out. Next to her, Sariel was sitting with a thousand 
mile stare, a lifetime of memories filling her with pain. Hope smiled. This is exactly what she 
wanted, a subdued tool that she could use. 

“Get up!” she shouted in a whisper just loud enough to be heard. 

Sariel scowled at her as she stood up. It was one thing to ask for her help, but demanding 
it at gunpoint wasn’t something she could easily tolerate. “Okay, we’re here, what’s your plan?” 

Hope looked around for a moment before saying anything. The breeze had picked up, and 
on the porch, a homemade wind chime rang out. This world, this whole planet was foreign to 
her, but this house was not. She had spent months pouring over everything that Madison had 
included in her little birthday present, from pictures and videos, to the words written by her 
mother, who had hoped to be an author one day. 

She knew this house, and she knew exactly when they would come to kidnap her. She 
snuck up to the window and peaked through the half opened blinds, to the scene inside. Baby 
Hope sat on her fathers lap, the two of them watching some form of sport that Hope didn’t quite 
have the context for. Her mother came in and started to chat with her father, before kissing him, 
and heading upstairs. This was all she had ever wanted. 

She walked back to Sariel, and, for the first time, smiled with genuine intent. “Thank you. 
They stole everything from me, but you and I, we’re getting it back, we just need one more thing, 
we need uniforms.” 

For all the bitter feelings she held for her step-sister in that moment, she returned the 
smile with care. She wasn’t a stranger to stolen time. Not anymore. “Of course. Do you know 
what they looked like?” 

She handed Sariel a photograph she had taken of the suits they wore, as found in the 


ASCII’s own museum. Attached to the photo was a detailed description of all the gear they wore. 
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Sariel began to write code in the air as the world around them slowed down. They were bathed in 
green and white light as she struck the air with precision. She had full power again, she had the 
ability to fix things. 

After a moment of silence, a trunk appeared in front of the two of them. They opened it, 
and began to change into the uniforms inside. Beneath the clothing was everything they’d need 
to ensure this operation went smoothly; a new warrant that featured the names of Hope’s parents, 
and two more doses of sedative. Hope folded up the note and placed it in her breast pocket, and 
took both sedatives. Despite how well she had performed, she didn’t trust Sariel any further than 
she could throw her. 

The two moved the trunk, now full with the things they were wearing, behind a rose 
bush, and watched as a van pulled up to the house, draped entirely in black. Hope walked up to 
the window and knocked. The window lowered just enough to talk through. 

She made herself seem as authoritative as possible as she spoke to the driver. “New 
orders, the Vurxons want the whole family. We’ve been dispatched to aid in capturing everyone 
with the utmost delicacy.” 

She handed the note through the crack, and heard a grunt of approval come through the 
other side. The door opened, and three agents stepped out, all wearing uniforms matching her 
own, but a rank lower. “After you, ma’am.” 

She nodded, and turned towards the door with a smile on her face. She knocked three 
times, and readied her tranquilizer. The door opened, and for the first time in her life, she stood 
in front of the woman who had given birth to her. Her mother. She swallowed the lump in her 
throat and spoke up. 

“Mrs. Bridget Winters?” Her voice again shifted to match the tone her outfit displayed. 

Her mother looked at the officers on either side of her, and then to Sariel, with tattoos 
visible even now. “I suppose I should have known this day would come. Won’t you fine folks 
join us in the living room?” She led them into the house, and to the couch, where her father and 
innocent baby Hope sat. 

He looked up at them with the same resignation that had crossed her mother’s face. He let 
out a sigh and looked back at the screen. Her eyes followed, watching as twenty-two men lined 
up on a green and white field, half of whom wore the same shirt that her younger self, and her 


father wore. The score displayed below them showed that their team was losing by two points. 
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“Once this game is over, we can discuss whatever you want.” He kept his eyes focused 
on the screen, and she did the same. 

The team in brown, their team, began to move, followed shortly by the opposition. One 
man moved backwards, holding a brown and white ball in his hands. He took only a moment 
before throwing it. Another man in brown caught the ball, and began to run, the numbers 
descending as he passed them. 30, 20, 10. He crossed into a colorful rectangle of turf and threw 
the ball onto the ground. The rest of his team, including those on the sidelines ran up to him and 
began jumping around him. Then the screen went black. 

“Twenty-seven years,” Her father spoke again, and when he did, she could see a tear in 
his eye. “Twenty-seven years as a fan, and only now that I have my daughter, do the Browns 
finally win the superbowl.” He kissed her forehead, and Hope felt a lump rising in her throat. He 
looked up at them. “How unfortunate it has to come now.” 

“Mr. Gabriel Winters?” She asked, doing her best to not let the moment consume her. 

He nodded. “The very same.” 

“Your presence is requested aboard the ark of Vurxon. We cannot, however, let you 
know where we are going, for fear of possible terroristic countermeasures. In order to transport 
you, you will need to be injected with a sedative, and moved, while unconscious, to the location 
of the ark. Do you understand?” 

He looked at the ground and nodded. “I understand, but as I told Koria and Lyra, I don’t 
want anything to do with their vanity projects. If the world is to burn, let us burn with it. If we 
are to die, let us die in peace.” 

“Unfortunately, Mr. Winters, we cannot take no for an answer. If you do not comply, we 
will have to resort to physical force, therefore, I will ask this only once: Do you consent to 
voluntary injection of sedatives for yourself and your wife?” 

“What about the child?” the man she had talked to earlier asked. 

She glared at him, knowing damn well what those sedatives could do to children. “Do 
you know how I know you didn’t read the new order notes? Because the second paragraph says 
specifically not to sedate the child. We are to ask them if they consent, allow them to take their 
singular bag with them, and then safely, and securely move the family to the ark. Is that 
understood, or do I need to use smaller words to make it more digestible?” 


He looked down at the floor. “It’s completely understood, ma’am.” 
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“Good boy.” She turned to her family. “Now then, do you consent?” 

Her father sighed. “No choice at all, huh?” 

She shook her head. “It’s for your family’s safety, Mr. Winters.” 

He kissed baby Hope on the forehead again and handed her over to his wife. He looked 
Hope in the eyes from across the room, and for a moment she worried he could see through her 
facade. “Okay, I consent. Please give us both a moment to collect our things, and then you can 


drug us.” 


oe OOK OK 


Hope’s family took almost no time packing their bags, it felt like they were already 
prepared for this. Her father was first to be injected, and then her mother, before both were 
strapped into specialty seats in the back of the van, one on either side of their child. In the seats 
behind her parents, Hope turned to Sariel. “Thank you. I could not have done this without you.” 

Sariel didn’t say anything, instead she nodded, her eyes closed, her thoughts elsewhere. It 
was three hours of silence before they arrived at the ark compound. It was all razor-wire, and 
electric fences. They drove into the only building in the compound, and began their descent into 
the earth. Half an hour later, the van finally stopped running. The five of them stepped out, and 
began to awaken Bridget and Gabriel. They walked the family into an office and locked the 
doors behind them. 

On the other side of the desk was a couple, both in their early thirties, staring at a panel of 
eighty screens. Each one a foot wide, each showing a different city in the world. More than half 
of the world's population captured in their digital panopticon. If they were to succeed, they 
needed to keep a memory of what they were fighting for. They turned around and Sariel stopped 
in her tracks. 

“Oh, I’m so glad to see that you have decided to join our project, Mr and Mrs Winters.” 
Sariel’s mother Lyra spoke, her voice commanding without effort. “Please, take a seat. As for the 
five of you, my glorious angels, congratulations on your successful rapture. Please take 


tomorrow off, and then return to the chapel for your next mission.” 
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Hope and Sariel left the office and watched the other three guards walk away. Hope 
smiled as she faced away from Sariel. “I can’t believe it, we actually did it, we saved them, Se. 
We saved them...” 

Sariel nodded and pulled out a sedative gun. “We did, but now it’s time to leave.” 

Hope turned around and frowned. “What are you doing? I thought we had a deal?” 

“We did, Hope, but you killed my sister. Only I’m allowed to do that.” She pushed her 
against a concrete wall and held the tip of the needle against her throat. Hope whimpered as she 
struggled, but it was to no avail. Sariel was stronger here than anywhere else. “Now it’s time for 


you to learn that your actions have consequences.” 
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Chapter 51 - The Song of an Endless 


Storm 


Hope woke up on the floor in an otherwise empty room, the windows allowing a scant bit of 
light in through the boards nailed to them. In front of her, a radio crackled in static. She shook 
her head and did her best to stand up, despite the dizziness. As she did, the static cut out, leaving 
her in silence. And then, a voice came through. 

“And the numbers dwindled, and then there was only one. Welcome to hell, Hope. It 
should be familiar to you. After all, you designed it...” 

She looked around. Of everywhere she could have taken her, she took her to this horrid 
place. A simulation inside a simulation, a place she called The Last Place. She shook her head. 
“Sariel! Where are you? Where the fuck are you, you bitch!” 

The radio crackled, “My name is Tessa, remember? I know I do. I remember every 
moment of that life, a life you gave me, a life you took away. I’m safe in my office, cleaning up 
the blood stains my sister left behind after you killed her. Speaking of, you were so eager to kill 
her that you almost forgot that you had an extra bullet left in your gun.” In front of the radio, a 
revolver materialized. Hope didn’t have to check it to know it only contained one bullet. 

Next to the table, a singular, sleek pod appeared, the size of a phone booth. “Of course, if 
you want to follow in her footsteps, you could always lock yourself away until you die the same 
isolation death she faced. Or you could walk outside and live from whatever remains of the 
world you made. It’s your choice, Hope, it’s three more choices than you ever gave Pirix.” 

“Pirix deserved what I did to her. You know that damn well. Let me out of here, Sariel, 
this is ridiculous.” 

“What is it that you told us as we sat around the table that night? ‘You really get to know 


someone better once you take them apart’? Well consider this your vivisection. ” 
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The radio cut off, and with it, every connection outside of the world she had made for 


herself. She was, in every sense of the word, alone. 
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EPILOGUE = ThE EYE OF GOD AND Tht 
ASH OF Tht FUTURE 


Chapter 02 - Homecoming 


- Theo - 
Mere seconds after leaving through TransLink, Sariel returned, accompanied by Pirix's dying 
sounds; the final screech of a dethroned deity. Sariel looked down at her sister's body as it began 
to glow brightly, illuminating the entirety of the halls. When the light had died down, Pirix’s 
body had vanished, replaced with a royal, blood stained, dress. 

“Well that was, something.” Josh said, breaking the silence. 

“Joshua, you... you came back for me.” Abigail said, stumbling forward. 

“T told you we’d meet again.” He stopped as he held onto her. Tears of relief and 
happiness fell between the two as they met at last with a mighty kiss, sparks emanating from 
their bodies, the crackle and sizzle echoing loudly in the halls. With a flash they vanished, 
leaving nothing but smoke in their place. Nothing, that is, except the three of us, confused, and 
alone once more. 

“T... Wh-where are they?” I raised my revolver to Sariel, shaking as I did. “Where the 
fuck is my brother?” 

She raised a single hand toward me as she spoke. “Theodore, your love for your brother 
is just as strong as he told me it was. Please, be calm, I assure you that both Joshua and Abigail 
are fine. They have taken something of a vacation on the ship we constructed. They will be back 
sooner than you think.” 

I placed the gun back in its holster and swallowed. “You promise?” 

She nodded. “I promise. I realize that there is a lot that you do not understand, but I 
promise in due time you will learn it all. However, I think you are owed an explanation after all 
you went through. You exist inside of what is known as an ancestor simulation. Several years 


ago-” 


269 


“Ts there a way out?” Lexi and Conrad asked simultaneously, interrupting Sariel’s 
impending monologue before it could begin. The pair looked at each other before Conrad 
stepped back, giving Lexi the floor. 

“Please.” Lexi said, her voice cracking as she approached Sariel. “There has to be. Ever 
since that day, nothing has mattered to me, everything has just been pointless. I can't-” She 
stopped and stared at the woman, tears in her eyes. “Please...” 

Sariel looked at Lexi and smiled. “I take it you’re Lexi? Joshua told me many wonderful 
things about you. When someone dies in this world, their consciousness is preserved and 
transferred to an Artificial Synthetic Human body, allowing them to live in the real world for as 
long as they wish.” 

Lexi shook her head, the desperation on her face now mixed with hopeful confusion. 
“There’s- we get to move on?” 

“You do, as does everyone. The world as it is now is a much different place than the 
world you experience, and it will take much getting used to, but I will be happy to teach you the 
ways of our world, of your world.” She paused, letting her smile dissipate into a more aporetic 
expression. 

“However, life doesn’t need inherent meaning, not here, and not in my word either. We 
make meaning by enjoying what limited time we have together, finding ways to make life 
enjoyable and to experience life to the fullest for ourselves, and everyone we can. We may never 
know why we are here, why life began, what its purpose is, but we will always be able to say that 
we are, however briefly, here.” 

She smiled again, this time tinged with a bit of sadness, or perhaps understanding. “I 
know that, just as you, I have a terminal point in the future, for, although we have beaten back 
the demons of human senescence in my time, we cannot stop the void’s entrancing call, that 
ever-present force of the universe slowly slipping through our grasp like so many grains of sand 
on a beach. 

And while there will always be memories, those haunting, putrid things, visions of times 
never had from those who weren’t allowed to last, I hope that, in whatever way you can, you 
make it, to join me in my world. I’ve never given birth, yet all of you, each member of this vast 


and awesome experiment are my children, and I love you with all the love a mother can give, 
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especially in the face of all the things you must endure, not just as individuals, but as a species, 
for the betterment of mankind, and the universe as a whole.” 

Lexi was speechless, in an instant this woman had taken away all the apathy and fear we 
each had, instilling new hope in its place. With a cracked voice she spoke the only words that she 
could muster, the ones we all wished to say. “Thank you.” 

Sariel smiled. “No, thank you. The five of you have been far braver and more selfless 
than I could ever ask. For now, I have to go, but I hope that all of you will remember me, I will 
wait for you on the other side.” With that, Sariel turned away and headed for the TransLink on 
the floor. 

“Wait!” Lexi called out, stopping Sariel in her tracks a step away from the machine. “W- 
what about us, what do we do now?” 

Sariel turned to us with a smile twinging on the corner of her lips. "Well, you three are 
going home, Joshua and Abigail will find their way back eventually, and as for me," she turned 
back to the TransLink, and stepped into it, facing us once more. “I have some particularly 
important meetings to attend on my home planet.” With that, she pressed a single button on the 


computer next to her, bathing us all in pure, white, abyssal light. 
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Chapter 03 - Light and Heat 


- Josh - 
I looked around the refinery with tears in my eyes. After ten long, arduous years, we had come 
home. Around me were flowers, painted on every surface imaginable, some worn from the 
weather, some fresh and vibrant, but each one was as beautiful as the last. Even as the forest 
claimed back larger swaths of the refinery, or maybe especially because of that. 

Everything had started here, and now, it was all laid to rest, the world was safe, and we, 
the five of us, my family, were together again. In the distance, on one of the more stable roofs, I 
saw Theo and Con setting up a grill. From behind me, I heard footsteps. I didn’t even have to 
turn around to know who it was. 

“Joshua, I owe you more thanks than I could hope to give. You saved my work, you 
saved my life.” Sariel stood beside me, looking over the refinery from our perch. “I would not 
have been able to do this without you.” 

“Thank you for allowing me to save myself.” I looked over at her and she smiled. 

“You did that all by yourself, Joshua. You refused to die. You burn with light and heat in 
equal amounts.” She smiled at me. “I can’t stay, but one day we’ll meet again, perhaps then we 
can discuss the ways of my world. Perhaps then we can share the tales of our lives in full.” 

I nodded my head, and watched as Abby climbed to join the rest of my family on the 
roof. I looked over to Sariel, but she had already left. I thought back to our time on the island and 
smiled. All those fears, all those worries, all the desperation. The world was finally okay. We 


were all going to be okay. I headed over to the base of the building, and started my climb. 


ok OOK OK 


A thousand lifetimes away, Sariel stared at a screen. It wasn’t supposed to be hers, but 


she had inherited it, in a manner of speaking. On the screen were three folders. Evidence, 
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Solution, and a third, simply marked Pirix. She swallowed. A whole person, condensed down to 
a single folder. A consciousness as nothing more than a collection of inputs on a computer. It 
was so fragile, and yet so dangerous that she had killed it twice. Her finger hovered over the 
delete button for a moment before she stepped away. 

Lifetime punishments were one thing, but a death so permanent that even replications 
were impossible seemed needlessly cruel. Rendering her sister beyond what had already been 
done felt like a step too far. After all, rebirth was the only thing consistent enough for her to 


count on. Rebirth, and second chances. 
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